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This research studies the effectiveness of the first community currency 
project in Hong Kong in empowering the urban poor. Previous studies have put 
great effort on searching for some universal organizational characteristics of an 
empowering mechanism. It is often argued that an effective empowering mechanism 
should process certain organizational characteristics. However, besides those 
organizational characteristics, the group characteristics of the subjects of 
empowerment are also crucial in affecting the empowerment outcomes at the 
individual level. Different subjects need different means of empowerment. Taking 
the first community currency project in Hong Kong which focused in empowering the 
urban poor as a case study, this study evaluates the empowerment outcomes of the 
participants. Also, the reasons of its success and deficiency are explored by taking 
both the organizational characteristics of the project and the group characteristics of 
the subjects into the account. It is discovered that certain organizational 
characteristics can create positive impacts on the achievement of empowerment. On 
the other hand, failure to recognize the group characteristics of the urban poor in 
Hong Kong would produce some constraints which could hinder the success of the 
project in empowering the poor. Indeed, organizational characteristics are important 
factors affecting the success of an empowering mechanism. Still, they are not 
sufficient to explain the effect of an empowering mechanism. Only by taking the 
group characteristics of the subjects into the account, an empowering mechanism is 
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CHAPTER 1 Introduction 1 
CHAPTER 1 Introduction 
This chapter provides an introduction to the whole research. Firstly, I shall 
bring out the research background to justify my special interests in studying 
community currency project as an empowering mechanism. Secondly, I shall 
present my research objective clearly. Thirdly, I shall discuss the research 
significance in the theoretical level and the practical level. 
1.1 Research background 
1.1.1 The importance of group characteristics in designing an effective 
empowering mechanism 
Human society is always advancing. People produce more and more. New 
inventions are found everyday. It seems that our lives should be becoming better 
and better with such fast progress in production and technology. However, the fruits 
are not shared equally by all people on the planet. Ironically, while many people are 
enjoying the benefits of advancement, many others are being disadvantaged. Today, 
the most ridiculous thing is we can still discover many disadvantaged people even in 
developed cities. Nowadays, in every society, we have the disadvantaged such as 
ethnic minorities, poor people, single-parent families and so forth. We can say that 
those who are disadvantaged are gradually losing their power over their own lives. 
Roughly speaking, we all understand that all the disadvantaged have often been 
stigmatized as a burden on the society. Today, mainstream society tends to blame 
the victims, instead of discussing the issue openly and critically. Ideas like "people 
should be responsible for their personal faults，’，"welfare recipients are lazy people" 
exist everywhere in our society. The disadvantaged are gradually become more 
voiceless and powerless under the negative mainstream discourse. 
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However, to be exact, each group of the disadvantaged actually faces their 
unique problems. For instance, while ethnic minority may face serious 
discrimination, the poor people may suffer from exploitation in the labour market. 
Perhaps, to rectify the problems of powerlessness of the disadvantaged, the very first 
step is to recognize the unique situation of the subjects. Only with thorough 
understanding of their situations, we will possibly come up with an effective solution. 
Indeed, all over the world, there have been a number of different kinds of 
organization that claim to empower the powerless people. Church fellowships, 
self-help groups for patients, study groups of minority students are all common 
examples of empowering mechanisms. Nonetheless, there has no so-called universal 
model of empowering mechanism. The process of empowerment is highly affected 
by the group characteristics of the subjects. The means of empowerment would be 
different for different groups of people. Depending on whom to be empowered, the 
process of empowerment has to be altered to suit the natures and the needs of the 
subjects. For instance, the way to empower patients of mental illness and the way to 
empower the poor people should be different because fundamentally the two groups 
of people face two sets of totally different problems and have different group 
characteristics. The empowering mechanism for patients of mental illness may focus 
more on strengthening the mutual emotional supports among the groups in order to 
help them cope with the painful process of medical treatment. The empowering 
mechanism for the poor people may focus more on skill development in order to 
enhancing their ability to acquire resources. Failure in recognizing the situation of 
the subjects would strongly hinder the effectiveness of an empowering mechanism. 
The success of an empowering mechanism is highly dependent on whether it can 
understand the natures and the problems of their subjects clearly and thus generating 
suitable means to rectify their problems. 
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1.1.2 Community currency as an empowering mechanism for the powerless poor 
Poverty has been recognized as one of the most important issues in urban 
places. Almost every urbanized city has experienced rapid economic development 
on one hand, but uneven development on the other. This is the story of many big 
cities, including Hong Kong. Various responses such as direct welfare provision and 
job re-training programs are given by the government and other non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). However, are these responses so successful in tackling 
poverty? It is often argued that these kinds of action are actually stigmatizing, 
making the poor even more powerless than before. On the one hand, under the 
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA), the poor are stereotyped as 
welfare recipients and dependents, waiting for benefits and welfare from the society. 
On the other hand, the retraining programs make a strong assumption that the poor are 
actually non-skilled population, so they have to receive training in order to return to 
the labour market. In fact, these common responses to urban poverty deny the 
capability and competence of the poor people and eventually put them into a passive 
and powerless position. Without any exaggeration, the poor of today are gradually 
losing their power under the traditional kind of welfare practices. They are poor not 
just because they lack economic resources, but because they are powerless in the 
society. Before the attempt to understand this group of people, many people and 
organizations have already jumped to the formulation of solution for urban poverty. 
This is probably the reason why the current practices of poverty reduction have been 
criticized as useless to resolve the urban poverty. Indeed, failure in recognizing the 
situation of the poor is often a barrier to the development of a suitable means to help 
them. 
Certainly, urban poverty is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. They are 
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powerless in terms of economic resources, social capital and political opportunity. 
On the one hand, their ability and competence are often ignored by the mainstream 
society. They are criticized as welfare dependents and for being parasites in the 
mainstream discourse. Getting welfare from the government is stigmatized as 
shameful behavior. Most of the people cannot see the capabilities of the 
disadvantaged, but just treat them as welfare dependents who cannot make any 
contribution to the society in return. All these prejudices make the disadvantaged 
become invisible and voiceless in the society and hinder people from seeing what 
actually happens in the disadvantaged groups. 
Accordingly, helping the disadvantaged does not just mean the provision of 
economic resources, but to help them to gain back control over their lives again. 
More important, we should help them to seek autonomy over their lives. Nowadays, 
we can see that many community projects are claiming to achieve empowerment for 
their participant. They usually have the goal to help its members to, by various 
means, gain more power over their lives. An example of the empowerment of poor 
people in Hong Kong is the non-profit making labour association, the Industrial 
Relations Institute. This institute has established empowering mechanisms like 
co-operative and second-hand stores, which have run for over a decade, to unite the 
local residents in Sham Shui Po and to facilitate the mutual help among the poor 
within the community. These works are said to be empowering as they can help the 
poor to gain more control and greater mastery over their lives, instead of just being 
dependent on the assistance of other people and organizations. 
Besides the above examples, starting from the early 1990s, thank to the 
effort of some community organizers, a new invention, community currency, has been 
developed as a means of poverty reduction and reconstruction of local communities in 
western societies. This kind of project started over 10 years ago in countries such 
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as the U.S. and the U.K. People used the unique community currency to do 
exchanges with each other, such as Local Exchange Trading Scheme (LETS) in the 
U.K. and Time Dollars in the U.S. In the year of 2001, focused on the problem of 
the powerlessness of the urban poor, the first community currency project was 
introduced in Hong Kong. The Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME) 
aimed at building a mutual help system among the poor (e.g. single-parent families, 
new immigrants and unemployed people) and at utilizing the human resources within 
a local community and eventually empowering them. 
Due to the economic restructuring, some of the skills and techniques such as 
craftsmanship and sewing, were no longer in demand by the formal labour market. 
However, these skills and techniques may be still in demand in the local community. 
To utilize the human resources of the community, people were encouraged to 
contribute to the scheme by exchanging their skills and talents with those of others. 
In addition, while the labour market outside was dehumanized and exploitative, in 
COME, they were free to decide what to produce, how to produce and for whom to 
produce in the process of exchange. It was claimed that people would not suffer 
from exploitation. Instead, they would gain respect, autonomy and mastery in their 
economic lives. Through establishing an autonomous exchange system, the 
organizers believed that the participants would eventually gain more control and 
mastery over their lives, thus reaching the status of empowerment. Therefore, it is 
said that COME, similar to co-operatives and second-hand stores, had tried to perform 
a function of empowerment. 
Nonetheless, given the community currency project is still very new in 
Hong Kong, its effectiveness in generating empowerment for its subject, namely, the 
urban poor, is still a question. COME always described a beautiful picture in its 
goals and objectives. It was strongly believed that people can eventually gain higher 
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autonomy in their lives through engaging in the economic exchange system that was 
exploitation-free and humanized. However, in reality, we have to be skeptical about 
the claims made by the community currency project. Although it has depicted a rosy 
scenario concerning the empowerment of the urban poor, could it really generate 
empowerment for its participants? Could it really focus on the problems faced by 
the urban poor nowadays? To what extent could this project empower the poor 
individuals? What would be the constraints affecting the achievement of 
empowerment at the individual level? In fact, some preliminary assessment of the 
project is necessary. 
1.2 Research objectives: To reveal the effectiveness of community currency in 
generating empowerment for the urban poor 
Every society has its own disadvantaged. Ethnic minorities, patients, 
women and the poor, are all the common examples of the disadvantaged. In 
response to the needs of the disadvantaged, people establish many kinds of coping 
strategies for different subjects and different problems. Take urban poverty as an 
example. Despite the prosperous picture of a big city, it is often argued that many 
people are still suffering from poverty. However, traditional welfare practices, such 
as donation and government subsidies, do not seem very useful in helping the poor as 
responses such as direct welfare provision and job re-training programs are given by 
the government and other NGOs. It is often argued that these kinds of action can 
produce stigmatization effects on the welfare recipients, making the poor even more 
passive and powerless than before. As you can observe in Hong Kong, the current 
discourse on the poor is often negative. They are stereotyped as welfare recipients 
and dependents, waiting for benefits and welfare from the society. With no 
exaggeration, the poor of today are gradually losing their power under the traditional 
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welfare practices. 
With the focus of the problems of powerlessness encountered by the urban 
poor and the disempowering nature of traditional welfare practices, COME, the first 
community currency projects in Hong Kong, established its mission to empower the 
urban poor through a non-exploitative and humanized exchange system. However， 
to what extent could this project generate empowerment for the urban poor? In what 
ways could it successfully produce empowerment for its subjects? What were the 
major constraints encountered by the project in realizing its goals to empower the 
urban poor in Hong Kong? Therefore, based on the first community currency 
project in Hong Kong, my research aims at exploring how this community currency 
can empower the poor individuals. Focusing on the different aspects of 
powerlessness faced by the urban poor, I will look at how and why this community 
economic exchange system would lead to empowerment at the individual level. 
Also, I will try to discover the relevant constraints which would affect the attainment 
of empowerment of the poor individuals. I hope that through evaluating the work of 
COME, this research will yield some important practical implications concerning the 
implementation of empowerment projects for the urban poor in Hong Kong. ‘ 
1.3 Research significance 
1.3.1 Theoretical significance 
This research attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of the community 
currency project in Hong Kong in generating empowerment for the poor at the 
individual level. Current literature discusses some general organizational 
characteristics of empowering mechanisms such as low level of organizational 
regulation, peer-based support system and shared and committed leadership. 
However, one set of rules cannot be applied to all kinds of empowering mechanisms. 
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Different subjects need different means of empowerment. Hence, taking the urban 
poor in Hong Kong as the subject of study, I examine how the community currency 
project can focus on the problems of this group of people and generate empowerment 
at the individual level for them. Eventually, I hope that this research will draw 
public attention to the importance of group characteristics in affecting the 
effectiveness of an empowering mechanism. Instead of searching for universal 
characteristics of empowering mechanisms of all kinds, it is more critical for us to 
understand the unique characteristics of different kinds of empowering mechanisms. 
Under certain context and with certain subjects, the pattern of an appropriate 
empowering mechanism should have its uniqueness in order to achieve the 
empowerment outcomes. I hope that my attempt to explore the importance of group 
characteristics in affecting the design of empowering mechanism can encourage 
scholars to focus more on the uniqueness of the subjects for empowerment in 
discussing the pattern of an empowering mechanism. 
1.3.2 Practical significance 
Given community currency is a very new form of community activity in 
Hong Kong, its impacts and effects are still unclear. Although it aimed at 
empowering the urban poor through its unique exchange system, how much could it 
realize its goals? Can it really focus on the actual problems faced by the poor? 
What were the success and the deficiency encountered by the project? My research 
will reveal the effectiveness and the constraints of the COME in generating 
empowerment for the urban poor. Therefore, through my analysis of COME 
experience, I hope I can produce some insightful ideas that will help the organizers of 
community currency projects to improve their work and to rectify some of problems 
encountered in the process of organizing. I hope that these research findings will 
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generate some insights for social workers, NGOs and the government for the purpose 
of the future planning of similar community currency projects. 
Also, through my analysis, I hope 1 can understand more on the problems 
faced by the urban poor. The success and the deficiency of COME are not just 
providing valuable ideas for similar projects, but for other empowerment projects that 
take urban poor as their subjects of empowerment. Only by learning the situation 
of the poor, the organizers can develop right directions for the empowering 
mechanisms. Thus, this study will enhance our understanding of the poor population 
and have some implications for the planning of other empowering mechanisms for the 
poor. By gaining a deeper understanding of the nature the group of the urban poor, 
the planners and organizers of the empowerment projects in this field will be 
enlightened to do their work better 
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CHAPTER 2 Literature review 
This chapter will include three main parts. Firstly, I shall review the 
concept of urban poverty and the current situation of the poor in Hong Kong in order 
to gain deeper contextual understandings about the urban poor. Secondly, I am 
going to present the previous studies on the community currency projects in foreign 
countries concerning how this kind of projects can act as an empowering mechanism. 
Thirdly, the concept of empowerment will be critically reviewed. 
2.1 Paying attention to the powerless poor in the city 
2.1.1 The multi-dimensional understanding of urban poverty 
i) Urban poverty as economic deprivation 
Different from a rural economy where people can satisfy daily needs largely 
by household production, most of the people in an urban economy sustain their living 
by selling their labour to obtain cash for buying basic necessities (Meikle 2002). 
Every urban man must engage in this process in order to survive in urban places. 
The market has become the dominant and most significant factor in urban areas. In 
this sense, it is the extent to which an individual's subsistence depends upon a cash 
wage that determines urban poverty (Amis 1995). Hence, any fluctuation in the 
urban labour market would have a great impact on the lives of the people. Once a 
person becomes unemployed or underemployed, he may not be able to support his life 
since he does not have money to exchange for what he needs. Indeed, a person's 
employment status has been proven the most important factor in explaining urban 
poverty (Amis 1995). Any change in the demand for labour in the market can affect 
a person's employment status greatly. For instance, recently, many scholars argue 
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that economic restructuring is the main force behind labour market fluctuation, which 
will eventually lead to urban poverty (Amis 1995; Meikle 2002; Mingione 1996; 
Sassen 1994; 2001b; Burgers and Musterd 2002). When the labour market of a 
society is changing from being manufacturing-dominated to being service-dominated, 
many manufacturing workers are laid off. Those displaced workers would either be 
unemployed or be engaged in low-paid and low-skilled consumer services jobs. The 
wage of a low-ranked consumer service worker is usually lower than that of a 
manufacturing worker. One of the reasons for this wage difference is that the skill 
requirement is often lower in consumer services that in manufacturing industry. 
Hence, the workers in consumer service are easily replaced by others. With the 
process of job changing, manufacturing workers always experience loss of seniority 
because the skills accumulated from previous jobs are no longer relevant to the 
present job in consumer services. Also, with the rapid contraction of the 
manufacturing sector, suddenly, there has been a great increase in the number of 
surplus workers. Such an increase in labour supply would also lead to a downward 
adjustment in wages, especially in low-skilled jobs. With a sudden drop in income, 
eventually, the displaced workers would become the poor population in the city. 
However, is the term "urban poverty" so simple? The above perspective 
over-emphasizes the way that structural change in the urban economy affects urban 
poverty. It assumes that urban poverty means that a person cannot earn their living 
from the market. However, if we go into depth, we have to ask why the urban poor 
are always unable to get a better job. Indeed, poverty can be multi-dimensional. 
For instance) it is not just a kind of economic deprivation, but also a kind of social 
exclusion. Economic status is an important variable in defining poverty in both rural 
and urban areas, but it does not mean everything. Ethnic factors, family structures, 
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neighborhood characteristics, self-identity and political power, all affect the degree of 
poverty (Small and Newman 2001). For instance, in many places, migrant groups 
and single-parent families have always been found as part of the poor population. 
To explain their situation, merely using the factor of joblessness is not enough. 
There are some other social forces causing them to be excluded from the mainstream 
society, thus affecting the possibility of their getting a job. We need to take various 
social factors into account. Lack of economic resources is just part of the story of 
the urban poor. I shall go into greater detail in the coming paragraphs and show how 
urban poverty can be understood in other ways. 
ii) Urban poverty as social exclusion 
As mentioned before, urban poverty does not refer just to economic 
deprivation. We should not look just at the economic life of the poor, but also at 
their social life. To study urban poverty, we should be aware of the relationship 
between the poor and the non poor as this will in turn reflect how poor they are in 
terms of gaining support from the mainstream society. How the poor are being 
socially excluded is perhaps one of the directions for us to look at urban poverty. 
Social exclusion emphasizes “the process by which aspects of social marginalization 
are intensified overtime’’ (Amin, Cameron and Hudson 2002). Social exclusion 
and social marginalization are just referring to the process in which the poor are 
losing their voice in the society as well as losing control over resources. It is a 
passive process showing how the poor are being excluded by the main stream society, 
making them more incapable of getting outside support to cope with difficulties. For 
instance, ethnic minorities are often poor people. One can easily explain that they 
are poor because they are jobless. However, joblessness is just a superficial factor. 
In an urban place, as mentioned before, labour status can only indicate whether a 
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person is poor or not，but can not tell you concretely why they are poor. Asking why 
particular groups of people are jobless is perhaps a more pertinent question. Using 
the concept of social exclusion, we can find that ethnic minorities are poor because 
they are being excluded by the mainstream society. With the presence of 
discrimination and social conflicts, minorities often find it difficult to find a job. 
The poor can be socially excluded for many reasons. To fully address the 
issue of social exclusion, we may need to take the urban context into the account. 
When we review the concept of "urbanism" by Louis Wirth (1996), we can see that he 
characterized urban life by the weak social bonding between people. People are 
anonymous and alienated from each other. When problems arise, an urban man can 
usually seek support only from their own families. To summarize, when poverty 
occurs in an urban place, the poor are even more powerless because people are 
lacking social support to cope with problems. For example, migrants who are 
single-parent families are often found to have a higher chance to be poor because they 
lack social support and this makes it difficult for them to escape from economic 
deprivation. In addition to the above characteristics of urban life, the poor are socially 
excluded by being stereotyped in negative ways by the society. The poor are often 
described as being responsible for social problems. Many studies shows that the 
poor have a high tendency towards unemployment, dropping out of school, 
committing crimes, giving birth out-of-wedlock and so on (Small and Newman 2001). 
Also, in a liberal society which emphasizes free competition, the poor are often 
blamed for their laziness and incompetence. Moreover, many poor people in big 
cities are migrants from developing countries. The language barrier would make the 
social exclusion become even more serious. The poor and the non-poor would be 
more and more segregated. For example, many Chinese migrants in the United 
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Kingdom and the United States cannot speak English; therefore, many of them live 
their lives in Chinatown only. The consequence is that their chances of social 
mobility are very limited. Although one may argue that migrant society is famous 
for its strong cohesiveness and solidarity, it is said that the poor are still being 
excluded from the wider social networks, making their access to information, goods 
and services difficult. For instance, many new arrivals in Hong Kong, because of 
lack of support from the wider social networks, cannot not get enough information 
about social services and job opportunities, making the situation of poverty perpetuate 
for a long period of time. 
in) Urban poverty as a subjective feeling of powerlessmss 
The subjective feelings of the poor are also a crucial aspect in understanding 
urban poverty. To investigate it, one approach is to look at the culture of the poor. 
Lewis (1966) describes the culture of poverty as "both an adaptation and a reaction of 
the poor to their marginal position in a class-stratified, highly individuated, and 
capitalistic society". Indeed, the urban poor have developed their own culture of 
poverty which would make them distinctive from the mainstream culture. Although, 
it is hard to say whether all poor people are sharing the same kind of poverty culture, 
some common elements can be extracted by empirical research. Lewis (1966), a 
famous urban anthropologist, discovers some of the elements of the culture of poverty 
including: a sense of resignation and passivity because of enduring poverty; a present 
time orientation because of the pressures of day-to-day survival; feelings of fatalism 
and powerlessness because of separation from the political process; low aspirations 
because of lack of opportunity; and feelings of inferiority because of the large 
society's contempt and aversion for the poor. The idea of powerlessness is also 
agreed by Sassen who claims that “the emphasis on the transnational and hyper 
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mobile character of capital has contributed to a sense of powerlessness among local 
actors, a sense of the futility of resistance" (2000:151). 
Facing the feelings of powerlessness of the poor, Valentine and Steinberg 
suggest that social policies should focus on changing the attitudes of the poor rather 
than on reforming the society (cited in Wilson and Aponte 1985). In addition to this, 
Friedmann (1992) also recognizes the importance of power in dealing with poverty. 
Hence, there has been a discussion of empowerment since the last decade. In 
general, empowerment can be seen as any initiative to enable people to make their 
own decisions about their surroundings and to take more control over their day-to-day 
lives (Lopes and Rakodi 2002). The concept of empowerment is a very influential 
one. Rather than focusing on what the government and the NGOs can offer to the 
poor, the concept of empowerment emphasizes the way to enhance the ability of 
self-organizing and self-control, thus enhancing the self-confidence of the poor. By 
reducing the sense of powerlessness of the poor, what we can observe is not merely 
some positive personal changes, but also the potential for community change. 
However, despite the beautiful picture described, something still needs clarification. 
Indeed, the content of empowerment still remains theoretical. By what means can 
we achieve empowerment? This is still the big question that needs to be explored in 
the future. In reality, numerous attempts have been made to seek some new 
alternatives to help the disadvantaged groups. However, how to measure their 
success in empowerment still remains unclear. What we need is perhaps a bridge 
linking the reality and the theory. Further operationalization of the concept is 
required in order to make the concept measurable and feasible in reality. 
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2.1.2 Economic restructuring and social polarization 
Globalization has become one of the most important forces of social change 
since 1980s. To understand globalization, as suggested by David Harvey (2000: 19) 
one must view it as “a process rather than as a political-economic condition that has 
recently come into being." It should not be taken as a state if people would like to 
concentrate on how globalization has occurred and occurring. For instance, 
according to Axford (2000: 238-43), globalization is "the process through which the 
world is being made into one place with systemic properties". Indeed, the 
boundaries between places become blurred in the process of globalization. 
Perhaps, it is the most obvious for us to observe the blurred boundaries 
between places by looking at the economic aspect. As early as 1980s, Sassen (1988) 
pointed out the importance of capital mobility in affecting the internationalization of 
production. The global cities in the world are now facing economic restructuring. 
Later, Sassen (2001b), in her famous work, The Global City: London, New York and 
Tokyo, has outlined two global trends in economic production. The first one is the 
flow of capital from old industrial centers to newly industrialized countries. 
Secondly, we can see the rapid growth of transnational corporations. She has 
mentioned that the current trend of global production processes would lead to a new 
type of international regime. Since the 1980s, we have observed the geographical 
dispersal of manufacturing. There have been numerous plant closings in all major 
industrialized cities and transfers of production jobs to lower-wage domestic or 
foreign locations. In Sassen's (1988; 2001b) studies of the three global cities 
(London, New York and Tokyo), she has discovered that all three cities had sharp 
decreases in the number of manufacturing jobs during the last 40 years. On the other 
hand, globalization leads to the demand for new forms of territorial centralization in 
the cities. Global cities are seen as the places for coordination and control of the 
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global production lines (Sassen 2001a). Therefore, the global cities continue to 
specialize in the production of high-ranked producer services such as financial 
services and insurance industries. 
However, behind this prosperous picture, what we can observe in the 
economic restructuring is the expansion of low-wage service jobs (Sassen 1988). 
These low-wage jobs are often the ancillary consumption sectors serving the lifestyles 
of the new high-income professionals and managers. These major growing service 
sectors include consumer services and personal and community services. This is the 
reason why there is a considerable increase in low-wage jobs with few skill or 
language proficiency requirements. According to Sassen (2001b; 228), in New York, 
the low-skilled sectors grew by 23 per cent from 1993 to 1997 compared with 11.7 
per cent for the most highly-skilled sectors. Sad to say, these jobs are not only 
low-paid, but also insecure. For example, in the U.S., 40 per sales jobs and 30 per 
cent service jobs were found to be part-time in the 1990s (Sassen 2001b: 228). 
What is the implication of the above labour market restructuring for a city? 
Most of the people cannot answer the question without mentioning the word 
“polarization” (Badcock 1997; Friedmann 1986; Sassen 1988; 1994; 2000; 2001a; 
2001b; Yeung 2001). For instance, Friedmann (1986; 76) claims that the process of 
globalization would expose the major contradictions of industrial capitalism, namely, 
class polarization. As defined by Sassen (2001b: 244)，polarization is "a qualitative 
transformation in the social forms emerging out of the increased distance between the 
world of work and home of those at the bottom." Hamnett (2001) also has a similar 
conception of polarization as does Sassen. He agrees that "polarization refers to the 
phenomenon of the disappearing middle, the shrinkage of the number of 
middle-income jobs and a growth at both the top and bottom ends of the income 
distribution"; and to him, the key element of polarization is a movement toward the 
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poles of a given distribution (2001: 169). Friedmann (1986: 76-77) describes how 
polarization occurs within a metropolitan area. For instance, we have inner-city 
ghettos in many big cities. Thanks to the evolution of jobs, which is a result of 
increasing capital intensity of production, there is massive poverty in the 
semi-periphery. Now, the number of middle-income jobs is declining while there is 
a growing number of low-paid and low skill level jobs in personal and consumer 
services. As Meikle (2002) claims, the displaced workers from the middle income 
jobs (e.g. manufacturing) will become marginalized groups. Many of them become 
part-time workers and temporary workers in the service sector. In extreme cases, 
some of them need to engage in informal economic activities, including some illegal 
activities. 
Nevertheless, one has to be aware that economic restructuring does not 
always necessarily lead to social polarization. Contradicting the social polarization 
thesis proposed by Sassen (1988; 1994; 2000; 2001a; 2001b), other scholars argue 
that economic restructuring would actually bring professionalization to the society. 
Different from Sassen's findings, Hamnett (1994; 1996a; 1996b) discovers that there 
has been a trend towards professionalization rather than polarization in Randstad 
Holland. For instance, the research done by Hamnett suggests that the changes in 
occupation and education points towards professionalization. He criticizes Sassen in 
that the social polarization thesis may not be capable of making generalizations which 
include all global cities. In his explanation, Sassen's empirical findings in New York 
and Los Angeles which support the polarization thesis are case-specific. He brings 
in an important intervening factor to explain the relationship between economic 
restructuring and social polarization: the welfare state regime. According to his 
analysis, we can observe social polarization in the U.S. cities because they have a 
“liberal model" welfare regime. Indeed, Randstad is the opposite case where there is 
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a Strong welfare state. People in Randstad can have relatively easier access to the 
welfare system. Hence, we cannot see the absolute growth of the low-wage service 
economy but a growing state-dependent population. This is why we can observe 
professionalization in the occupational structure of Randstad. Hamnett's research 
has generated great challenges to Sassen's idea of social polarization. Soon, Baum 
(1999) finds that Singapore is also having professionalization and a growing 
middle-upper income group instead of polarization under the force of economic 
restructuring. 
In sum, the arguments presented above clarify the myth that economic 
restructuring necessarily leads to social polarization. Truly, every kind of city 
should have their own trajectories of change，even though they are affected by the 
same process. Then, how about the case of Hong Kong? Chiu and Lui (2004) have 
done research to examine whether Hong Kong's current situation confirms Sassen's 
polarization thesis. With the support of empirical data, they discovered that there 
has been a process of occupational and income polarization in Hong Kong since the 
1990s. It is believed that polarization in Hong Kong is the result of economic 
restructuring during which the economy has changed from being industrial-based to 
being producer service driven. In the following section, we will go into depth to 
examine how economic restructuring has led to social polarization in Hong Kong. 
2.1.3 Urban poverty in Hong Kong - in the context of economic restructuring 
Hong Kong, one of the most important cities in the Asian-Pacific region, is 
also facing the same processes of economic restructuring. In Table I in Appendix A, 
we can see that service industries such as wholesale, retail and import/export trades, 
restaurants and hotels (WTR) (33.4%), community, social and personal services (CSP) 
(21.9%), financing, insurance, real estate and business services (FIR) (13.1%), had 
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continued to provide a very high percentage of the employment in 1997, while the 
figure was only 9.7 per cent for manufacturing. In the year of 2002, the above 
service industries were still growing whilst manufacturing continued to decline. 
This employment pattern agrees with what Sassen has observed in the economy in the 
global cites: expansion in both high-ranked producer services and consumer services 
and contraction of manufacturing industries. 
Moreover, same as the experience of the three global cities, from Table II in 
Appendix A, we can see that people working in FIR generally earn higher incomes, 
compared with others working in manufacturing, WTR and CSP. Nearly half of the 
working population in FIR enjoyed a monthly income more than HK$15,000. At the 
same time, 51 per cent of people working in WTR earned less than HK$10,000 per 
month. In CSP, over one-third of the people had a monthly income of less than 
HK$6,000. This further supports the argument by Sassen, which suggests that the 
labour market of the global cities is occupied by highly-paid advanced services and 
the low-paid consumer services. 
As mentioned before, polarization refers to the phenomenon of the disappearing 
middle, the shrinkage of the number of middle-income jobs and a growth at both the 
top and bottom ends of the income distribution (Hamnett 2001). The key element of 
polarization is a movement toward the poles of a given distribution (2001: 169). The 
top and the bottom grow bigger and bigger with the middle gradually disappearing or 
contracting. 
Indeed, we can also observe the above polarization in Hong Kong society. As 
mentioned before，we can see that more and more people work in low-skilled service 
industries such as WTR and CSP while also more people work in advanced service 
industries such as FIR. Those working in WTR and CSP are generally low-paid 
while those working in FIR are usually high-paid. Hence, as these sectors are 
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expanding, it means the low-paid and the high-paid groups are also growing. This 
picture of current economic restructuring has already demonstrated polarization in 
Hong Kong. 
It is also said that the poor do not suffer just from economic deprivation but 
also from social exclusion. Social exclusion emphasizes "the process by which 
aspects of social marginalization are intensified over time" (Amin, Cameron and 
Hudson 2002). In other words, social exclusion and social marginalization are the 
processes in which the poor are losing their voice in the society as well as their 
control over resources. That is also related to what Friedmann (1992) called 
d is empowerment. He states that poverty should be understood with the concept of 
d is empowerment. On the other hand, as Sassen claims, "the emphasis on the 
transnational and hyper mobile character of capital has contributed to a sense of 
powerlessness among local actors, a sense of the futility of resistance" (2000:151). 
Above all, I would say the poor are losing their power in the labour market. 
Nowadays, in a service economy, people working in manufacturing and in 
non-professional service industries are becoming much more vulnerable and 
disadvantaged. Namely, they usually suffer from higher unemployment and 
underemployment. For instance, in Hong Kong, in the year of 2003, while the 
unemployment rate for FIR was 5.2, manufacturing and WTR had the figures of 7.6 
and 8.2 respectively (see Table III in Appendix A). Also, the underemployment rate 
of FIR was just 0.7，which is much lower than those in manufacturing (3.1)，WTR(2.5) 
and CSP(2.6) in 2003 (see Table IV in Appendix A). In terms of occupation, 
"Service workers and shop sales workers" and "Craft and related workers" 
continuously suffered from high unemployment and underemployment. From Table 
V in Appendix A, in the year of 2003, we can observe that "Service workers and shop 
sales workers，，（10.3) and "Craft and related workers" (16.0) both had a double-digit 
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unemployment rates; occupations like "Managers and administrators" and 
“Professionals” had very low unemployment rates, which are just 2.4. Moreover, 
for underemployment rate, in the past 10 years, “Managers and administrators" and 
"Professionals" always had an underemployment rate of no more than 0.6. However, 
low-ranked occupations like "Craft and related workers", "Plant and machine 
operators and assemblers" and "Elementary occupations" often had high figures of 
underemployment (Table VI in Appendix A). All these data suggest that the poor 
do not only suffer from low income, but also low job security and stability. Those 
people are actually powerless throughout the whole bargaining processes in the labour 
market. 
2.2 Community Currency as an empowering mechanism for the poor 
2.2.1. The importance of community building 
It is argued that the local community plays a very important role in 
empowering people (Amin, Cameron and Hudson 2002; Jordan 1996; Mo mo et al. 
2002; Paddison 2001). If we really want to seek some alternative kind of 
development, we have to focus on a local community which makes self-help and 
mutual aid possible. Recently, there has been a wide discussion on the concept of 
community economic development. Focusing on the two major problems of urban 
poverty, which are poor living standard and lack of supportive social networks among 
people, the concept of community economic development aims at improving the 
economic situation of local residents and rebuilding the interpersonal networks in the 
community (Temali, 2002). To tackle poverty, community economic development 
can exist in many forms, such as co-operative societies and second hand exchange 
centers. As suggested by Amin, Cameron and Hudson (2002), social economy or 
community economic development can encourage collective self-help as well as 
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enhance confidence and build up capacity. Also, the activities of production and 
exchange in a social economy greatly emphasize human autonomy and mutual respect, 
which are both absent in the capitalist mode of production. Last but not least, they 
agree that social economy can help in building the community on a local scale, which 
would eventually generate a community with mutual-help and strong humanized 
relationships among the people, especially for those who are at present socially 
excluded. It is said that the various kinds of community development and social 
economy can act as a kind of empowering mechanism. 
2.2.2 Empowering the poor using community currency - the experience of other 
countries 
In order to cope with the problems of poverty and powerlessness of the poor 
in terms of economic resources and social capital, community currency, a kind of 
community economic development projects was launched in the early 1990s. People 
use the unique community currency to do exchanges with each other. To put it 
simply, community currencies are actually “local initiatives which let people 
exchange goods and services without using conventional money" (Seyfang and 
Pearson 2000: 57). This kind of project started over 10 years ago in countries such 
as the U.S. and the U.K. Recently, there has been wide discussion of the use of 
community currency to empower the poor. Many studies were done on evaluating 
the effectiveness of community currency in helping poor individuals to have a better 
life. The current studies are mostly based on the Local Exchange Trading Scheme 
(LETS) in the U K (Pacione 1999; Williams et al. 2001; Seyfang 2001; Aldridge et al. 
2001), while some focus on the Time Dollars and Hours in the U.S (Cahn 2001; 
Seyfang and Pearson 2000; Pacione, 1999). Many of the studies have mentioned 
how these projects can empower people in various dimensions. Avast amount of 
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literature and studies is suggesting that community currency performs two main 
functions in improving the lives of the poor. 
Firstly, in terms of the economic improvement, many of the studies reveal 
that community currency has a significant impact in providing employment 
opportunities to individuals outside formal labor markets (Williams et al. 2001; 
Aldridge et al. 2001; Seyfang 2001). Seyfang finds that LETS delivers new informal 
employment opportunities, thus indirectly boosting members' income by enabling 
them to get more material resources. In the study by Williams and his colleagues, 
LETS is effective at indirectly improving employability by giving learning 
opportunities to the people for acquiring new skills. Moreover, the study conducted 
by Aldridge and other researchers also shows that members of LETS can keep their 
skills up. Also, Pacione (1999) points out that exchange under the scheme of 
community currency is a sustainable development of the local economy. Since the 
trading cycle of community currency involves buying and selling, all the members 
have to find ways to earn the currency if they wish to spend it. This is the way how 
community currency can provide working opportunities to individuals and eventually 
help them to get economic resources. 
One may argue that the operation of community currency is just the same as 
the economy of the outside. However, they are not the same. While the outside 
market is dehumanized, as Cahn (2001) argues, trading under the scheme of 
community currency like Hours strongly emphasizes reciprocity, trust and respect in 
the exchange process. It also increases human autonomy in the working process, 
because what you offer and how much you charge depend on your choices and skills. 
For instance, the market puts no value on housework done by females (though it 
involves labour force and skills). However, in the system of community currency, 
everything you can offer is valued. Housewives, the unemployed, and children can 
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establish their worth though trading in the scheme. Therefore, the community 
currency scheme provides opportunities for people to destroy the current stereotype of 
"only services and goods in the formal economy can have exchange values" (Seyfang 
and Pearson 2000). Indeed, community currency can help the poor to gain control 
over their work and to re-defme their identity, thus increasing their self-confidence 
and self-esteem. 
Secondly, in the aspect of social life，a community currency scheme can 
increase the social capital of its members (Seyfang and Pearson 2000; Seyfang 2001; 
Williams et al. 2001). In the study done by Williams and his colleagues, over 70 per 
cent of the respondents agreed that the scheme had helped them to develop a network 
of people upon whom they could call for assistance, while over 55 per cent of them 
thought that the scheme had helped them to develop a wider network of friends. It is 
argued that LETS is a strategy to tackle social exclusion. The scheme, which is 
originally seen as an informal social support network, provides a forum for social 
interaction and community building (Seyfang 2001). They conclude that LETS thus 
developed a "bridge" (i.e. bringing people together who did not know each other 
before) more than "bonds" (i.e. bringing people who already know each other closer 
together). To summarize, the development of community currency can perform the 
function of building trust and social capital, fostering the mutually supportive 
community networks through interpersonal transactions and face-to-face contact 
which many people feel is missing from conventional economic relations and society 
(Seyfang and Pearson 2000). Also, these supporting networks would eventually 
enhance people's ability to cope with problems. 
At the community level, community currency can provide a basis for 
solidarity for the people within the same community. Pacione (1999) maintains that 
community currency could act as a response to the globalization of capital, thus 
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revitalizing the local community. He argues local currency can facilitate a greater 
degree of local autonomy and can promote the re-localization of social and economic 
relations. The globalization of capital makes money flow out from its locality 
because of the development of global investment, making local business short of 
capital, finally affecting workers' income and breaking down the local community. 
Being so different from national currency, community currency can retain spending 
power within the locality and foster indigenous enterprise. Therefore, the local 
economy is revitalized. And, community involvement, social participation and a 
sense of solidarity will be developed among local people. 
Through reviewing these works done on community currency, I discovered 
that some of the findings are actually related to empowerment at the individual level. 
For instance, through the exchanges, people come to understand that their skills and 
talents are worthy of respect, thus boosting their sense of self-competence and 
self-esteem. Also, the social networks developed during the transactions could serve 
as a kind of resource to help people to cope with their problems and difficulties. All 
these increase a person's ability to gain control and mastery over his life, which is the 
main theme of empowerment at the individual level. In general, the previous 
research findings are very positive about the empowerment outcomes of community 
currency. However, the studies seldom mention the negative aspects or constraints 
involved in the process of empowerment. Indeed, instead of just accepting the rosy 
picture given by the previous studies, more efforts should be put to examine how 
effective community currency is for being an empowering mechanism. 
2.3 Understanding the empowerment of individuals 
2.3.1 The concept of empowerment -An overview 
Empowerment is a complicated concept. Different empowerment theories 
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have different concerns. Here I shall introduce the various definitions of 
empowerment. 
As a traditional psychological construct, empowerment can be defined as 
how a person gains access to resources and gains mastery of his life (Narayan 2002: 
13-14). It can also be defined as a reflexive activity, a process capable of being 
initiated and sustained only by those who seek power or self-determination (Lee 
1994). The Cornell Empowerment Group defines empowerment as an intentional 
ongoing process centered in the local community, involving mutual respect, critical 
reflection, caring, and group participation, through which people lacking an equal 
share of valued resources gain greater access to and control over those resources 
(Perkins and Zimmermen 1995). Different definitions have their own unique 
meanings, but to summarize the definition in the simplest way, empowerment can be 
seen as "the mechanism by which people, organizations and communities gain 
mastery over their lives" (Rappaport 1984). Starting from this simple but broad 
definition of empowerment, what we can observe is that empowerment is a 
multi-level construct (Perkins and Zimmerman 1995; Schulz et al. 1995, Zimmermen 
2000). The unit of analysis can be the individual, the organization or the community. 
For instance, empowerment is an individual construct when one is concerned with 
intrapersonal and behavioral variables (eg. changes of personal qualities and attitudes); 
it is an organizational-level construct when one is concerned with resource 
mobilization and participatory opportunities (e.g. how an organization becomes 
capable of generating collective actions); and a community construct when 
sociopolitical structure and social change are of concern (e.g. the ability of a 
community to generate changes in the broader society (Zimmerman 2000). 
In addition to the multi-level analysis, Zimmerman (1995; 2000) maintains 
that a theory of empowerment should include both processes and outcomes. These 
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processes and outcomes are found in the all three levels of empowerment. 
Empowering processes are ones in which attempts to gain control, obtain needed 
resources, and critically understand one's social environment are fundamental. The 
process is empowering if it helps people develop skills so they can become 
independent problem-solvers and decision-makers. For example, empowering 
processes for individuals might include organizational or community involvement; 
empowering processes at the organizational level might include shared leadership and 
shared decision-making; empowering processes at the community level might include 
accessible government, media, and other community resources. 
As defined by Zimmerman (1995; 2000), empowered outcomes refer to the 
operationalization of empowerment, so we can study the consequences of citizens' 
attempts to gain greater control in their community or the effects of interventions 
designed to empower participants. Empowered outcomes also differ across levels of 
analysis. At the individual level, outcomes might include situation-specific 
perceived control, skills and proactive behaviors. At the organizational level, 
outcomes might include organizational networks, effective resource acquisition and 
policy leverage. At the community level, outcomes might include pluralism, the 
existence of organizational coalitions and accessible community resources. 
2.3.2 The conceptualization of empowerment at the individual level 
So, what is meant by empowerment at the individual level? To capture this, 
many researchers tend to use the term "psychological empowerment" (PE) 
(Zimmerman 1995; 2000). The concept of PE integrates perceptions of personal 
control, a proactive approach to life and a critical awareness of the sociopolitical 
environment. Zimmerman (1995) then proposes what he calls a no mo logical 
network for psychological empowerment based on three underlying assumptions. 
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First, PE takes different forms for different people. Second, empowerment takes 
different forms in different contexts. Third, PE is a dynamic variable that may 
fluctuate over time. To conclude, Zimmerman (1995: 587) emphasizes that "the 
development of a universal and global measure of empowerment is not an appropriate 
goal because it may not mean the same thing for every person, organization or 
community everywhere. 
Does this mean that we do not have anything in common in doing 
empowerment research? Certainly, the attempt by Zimmerman (1995) is to build a 
general framework to represent some fundamental aspects of a nomological network 
for empowerment at the individual level, that is, psychological empowerment (see 
Figure 2.1). Firstly, the intrapersonal component refers to how people think about 
themselves. It includes domain-specific perceived control and self-efficacy, 
motivation control, perceived competence and sense of mastery. These items are 
included because they are a basic element that provides people with the initiative to 
engage in behaviors to influence desired outcomes. Only with these positive 
feelings, people will be able to engage in actions to achieve mastery of their lives. 
Secondly, the interactional component refers to the critical awareness 
people have about their community and related sociopolitical issues. Individuals 
must learn about their options in a given context in order to be able to exert control in 
their environment. They need to understand the norms and values of a particular 
context. They also need to have critical awareness of their current situation. The 
reflection is often cultivated through interaction with others, such as cooperative 
decision making, organization of collective action and mutual assistance with others 
(Zimmerman 1995). 
Thirdly, the behavioral component of PE refers to actions taken to directly 
influence outcomes. It may also include behaviors to manage stress or adapt to 
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change. For example, empowerment behaviors for a young adolescent might be 
working on a student newspaper or joining a student association (Zimmerman 1995). 
Through these actions, the adolescent can have opportunity to give voice to his ideas 
and to fight for what he wants. This creates possibilities for changes. 
Figure 2.1 Nomological network for psychological empowerment (Zimmerman 
1995) 
X^^'p^hological^^X 
> Empowerment j 
Component Component Component 
^CV 
*Domain specific *Critical awareness *Community 
perceived control *Understanding the involvement 
*Domain specific causal agents *Organizational 
self-efficacy * Skill development participation 
*Motivation control * Skill transfer across *Coping 
*Perceived competence life domains behaviors 
The framework of psychological empowerment tells us how a person who 
believes that he or she has the capability to influence a given context (intrapersonal) understands how the system works in that context (interactional), and engages in 
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behaviors to exert controls in the context (behavioral). Zimmerman (1995) put a 
foot note on the framework. Although different people may have different levels of 
empowerment in the three components to reflect different degrees of PE among 
different people, he states that all three components must be considered together to 
fully capture PE. According to Zimmerman's theory, the three components are the 
essentials for PE. Also, contextual understanding of the studied population is needed 
for examining PE. 
However, as a criticism to Zimmerman's framework, Riger (2000) argues 
this traditional psychological perspective on empowerment tells us only about an 
individual's sense of empowerment but nothing about the actual increases of power. 
She claims that confusing one's actual ability to control resources with a sense of 
empowerment de-politicizes the latter. It seems that psychological empowerment 
would bring a false consciousness to the individuals. According to her comment, if 
PE produces only subjective feelings but not actual increases in power, empowerment 
is just an illusion. 
Certainly, Riger's concern is crucial; but does it mean that empowerment is 
really an illusion? In my opinion, the concept of psychological empowerment is not 
merely about the subjective feelings of individuals. Sure, Zimmerman's (1995) 
no mo logical network of psychological network starts with subjective feelings like 
sense of mastery, self-efficacy and so forth. However, this is just a part of the whole 
concept of PE. The interactional and behavioral components of the no mo logical 
network of PE concern the critical understanding of the socio-political context and the 
actual behavioral changes needed to achieve the mastery over the things they are 
concerned with. These are all actions leading to the actual increase in power. With 
the actions, the power distribution could be affected, although the degrees of change 
can vary. Some of these outcomes may be more successful than others, but in 
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general, many of the actions change the original power distribution. For example, 
some disadvantaged groups can organize collective actions to gain more power from 
the society. Regardless of how successful they are, their actions already show that 
they have the power to express what they want, given that they were voiceless and 
powerless in the past. Hence, the concept of PE represents both the subjective 
feelings of empowerment, and also some potential for gaining power through 
behavioral practices. 
2.3.3 The organizational characteristics of an empowering mechanism 
So far, we have discussed some issues conceptualizing psychological 
empowerment at the individual level. From Zimmerman (1995), we know that PE 
includes three main components: intrapersonal, interpersonal and behavioral. 
However, all these are dealing just with the empowered outcomes of individuals. 
Perhaps, more important than just measuring outcomes of empowerment, we have to 
learn more about the empowering process. We must ask what kind of process would 
lead to a particular kind of outcome. There should be some mechanisms which 
enable the occurrence of empowerment at the individual level. Just talking about the 
concept of psychological empowerment is not enough for answering the above 
question. Very often, discussions of psychological empowerment over emphasize 
the importance of agency, mastery and controls of a person, but ignore the importance 
of co-operation, connections and community building in the process of empowerment 
(Riger 2000). In fact, psychological empowerment should not be picked out as a 
single concept. It should be analyzed within the contextual environment in which 
the persons are embedded. It is meaningless if researchers just describe how much a 
person is being empowered without mentioning the empowerment process. Similar 
criticism and comments on this perspective are also given by others scholars (Perkins 
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and Zimmerman 1995; Speer and Hughey 1995; Wilson 1996; Speer 2000; Narayan 
2002). 
Because of this criticism, the concept of empowerment has been revised to 
emphasize the importance of community and collectivity (Speer and Hughey 1995; 
Wilson 1996; Narayan 2002). In fact, early in the late 80s, Zimmerman and 
Rappaport (1988) had suggested that we should look at the context of organization in 
which people are embedded for the purpose of learning more about the empowerment 
process of PE. They find that greater participation in community activities and 
organizations is associated with psychological empowerment. The implications of 
their study is that empowerment at the individual level always happens within the 
context of community or organization. Empowerment is in fact a 
person-environment interaction (Zimmerman 2000). For instance, the Cornell 
Empowerment Group defines empowerment as "an intentional ongoing process 
centered in the local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring , 
and group participation, through which people lacking an equal share of valued 
resources gain greater access to and control over those resources,，(Perkins and 
Zimmerman 1995). Speer and Hughey (1995; 1996) also emphasize that individual 
empowerment must be embedded in community. To generate social change, they 
argue that individuals must work collectively through "mediating structures" like 
neighborhoods, schools, churches and voluntary associations. Similarly, 
Zimmerman (2000) agrees that citizen participation in community organizations will 
help to decrease a sense of powerlessness, alienation and withdrawal from community 
living. Hence, greater emphasis should be put on the context of organization if we 
really want to know more about the occurrence of empowerment at the individual 
level. 
Speer and Hughey (1995) advocate a new direction for the study of 
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empowerment at the individual level. They propose that all individuals are in fact 
embedded in a community. Hence, we can never separate individuals from 
community during the discussion of empowerment. Three main principles are stated 
in the organizing of a community. First, empowerment can only be realized through 
organization. With organization, a community would have access to power so that 
members can collectively pursue a common goal or purpose. Second, power is built 
on the strength of interpersonal relationships. A person's sense of empowerment 
would be increased with a growth in the number and intensity of his interpersonal 
relationships, given these relationship are more intimate and less controlled by the 
community. Thirdly, individual empowerment must be grounded in a dialectic of 
action and reflection. Individuals act in a community as part of it. Participation in 
community organizing provides a context for individuals to gain power and to 
exercise power. All these principles suggest that the discussion of empowerment at 
the individual level should not be separated from the context of collectivity, that is, 
organization and community. 
Speer and Hughey (1996) also draw our attention to the relational 
characteristics of an empowering organization which would affect individual 
participation in community organizing and eventually lead to empowerment at the 
individual level. Their findings suggest that members' perception of organizational 
intimacy (the degree to which group members are familiar with each other) and 
organizational regulation (the degree to which a group regulates the functioning of 
members) have strong impacts on people's psychological empowerment. 
Organizational intimacy has a very strong positive relationship with participation and 
psychological empowerment. Organizational regulation has a negative relationship 
with psychological empowerment. Therefore, they advocate that empowerment 
research should pay greater attention to the interpersonal relationships of the 
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empowering organizations which would in turn affect the empowerment outcomes. 
Maton and Salem (1995) have conducted a research to discover the 
characteristics of an empowering organization. They spent over four years to collect 
data of three community settings using participant-observation and semi-structured 
interviews. The three settings include a religious fellowship, a mutual help 
organization for persons with severe mental illness and an educational program for 
African American students. Through a multiple case study approach, they sort out 
some common characteristics shared by the three settings which can help members to 
accomplish important life goals through an active, participatory process that 
emphasizes the importance of increasing a sense of control over one's life. The four 
vital characteristics are: (1) a belief system of growth and community building; (2) 
opportunities for members to take on meaningful and multiple roles; (3) a peer based 
support system that helps members develop a social identity and; (4) shared 
leadership with commitment to both members and the organizations. The details of 
each characteristic are summarized in Table 2.1. 
From the findings by Maton and Salem and other researchers, it is 
suggested that all the four characteristics are important for an empowering setting. 
Firstly, a belief system of growth-inspiring, strength-based and focusing beyond self 
is suggested by empirical studies to be necessary for an empowering organization 
because it can provide opportunities for member growth and change as well as 
providing goals and norms that are capable of motivating, guiding and sustaining 
members' efforts to change and to achieve their primary life goals (Suler 1984; Watts 
1993; Rappaport 1993; Maton and Salem 1995). 
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Table 2.1 Summary of the four organizational characteristics for an 
empowering organization (Maton and Salem 1995) 
(1) Group-based belief System 
i) growth-inspiring with salient goals and clear means 
ii) strengths-based which believes all members have capability and treats them as resources 
iii) beyond-self belief which has a group mission of larger concerns 
(2) Opportunity role structure 
i) pervasive structure with many roles at multiple levels 
ii) highly accessible structure which requires varying levels of skill so that members can take roles 
based on skills and interests 
iii) multifunctional structure for skill development and learning 
(3) Support system 
i) encompassing support in multiple domains from multiple sources 
ii) peer-based system which enables members to give and receive supports 
iii) development of sense of community 
(4) Leadership 
i) inspirational leaders with clear vision and role model to motivate members 
ii) shared leadership which does not just rely on a single persons 
iii) committed leaders who concerns members' growth and encourages participations 
Secondly, a pervasive, accessible, and multifunctional opportunity role 
structure has the potential to facilitate constant, graduated exposure to the learning 
and mastery experiences necessary for development of those skills and resources 
linked to primary goal achievement (Levine and Perkins 1987; Maton 1988; Speer et 
al. 1995). Maton and Salem (1995) maintain that "meaningful role opportunities 
contribute to empowerment by helping members achieve primary personal goals in an 
active，participatory, skill-building fashion". 
Thirdly, a viable support system can contribute to empowerment in two 
different ways (Maton and Salem 1995). First, people lacking power in society need 
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support to deal with current disempowering conditions in their lives. Second, the 
process of enhancing control over one's life and of achieving life goals may entail 
substantial challenge and stress for which support is needed. Hence, an all 
encompassing, peer-based support system that creates a viable sense of community 
has the potential to contribute to the empowerment of powerless people as it helps 
them to face the inevitable difficulties intrinsic to the process of empowerment. 
Fourthly, inspirational, talented, shared and committed leadership has the 
potential to contribute to members' adoption of and commitment to the belief system, 
their level of learning and mastery, and their sense of being supported and their sense 
of community. Such leadership also helps to generate needed organizational 
resources, maintain stability within the organization, and respond to changing 
environmental conditions thus allowing the community setting to remain an effective 
and viable organizational entity over time. (Maton and Salem 1995). 
However, although the findings of Maton and Salem are quite inspiring, 
they do have their limitation. As only three kinds of settings are included, the 
generalizability of the findings is still a question. These organizational 
characteristics are very general which cannot be applied to all kinds of empowering 
mechanism. As pointed out by Zimmerman (1995), empowerment takes different 
forms for different people and in different contexts. Secondly, the organizational 
characteristics are just deduced from data and assumed to be positive for helping 
members to accomplish important life goals. No measure of their actual level of 
empowerment is done. So, this study still cannot build up a robust argument that the 
four organizational characteristics are the only essences for empowering mechanisms 
of all kinds. Indeed, empowering mechanisms adopt different forms to 
accommodate the needs and to solve the problems of different kinds of people. 
Hence, researchers should pay attention to the contextual factors in affecting the 
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forms of empowering mechanisms. Further studies to explore the unique 
characteristics of different kinds of empowering organizations are needed. 
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CHAPTER 3 Research framework 
This chapter will summarize the literature reviews and will present the 
research framework for my study based on the previous studies. Firstly, I shall 
discuss the inspirations from the relevant research which I believe are very important 
and meaningful to my study. Secondly, based on these useful inspirations, I shall 
propose research questions for this research. Thirdly, according to the literature and 
my research questions, I shall construct my own research framework for the study. 
3.1 Inspirations from the literature 
In societies with many disadvantaged groups, government and many 
NGOs have put effort into searching for some coping strategies. Traditional welfare 
focuses on material resource distribution such as donations from companies or direct 
welfare delivery. However, these practices are believed to be stigmatizing in nature 
as the recipients are usually negatively labeled as incapable and useless by the others 
in the society, either intentionally or unintentionally. New approaches in helping the 
disadvantaged emphasize the importance of enabling them to gain control and 
autonomy for themselves. Indeed, this is also the spirit of empowerment. However, 
at the practical level, to empower people, we understand that there is no universal way 
to empower the disadvantaged of all kinds. Contextual understandings about the 
characteristics and the situations of the subjects will affect the formulation of an 
appropriate empowering mechanism. 
From the literature, we understand that empowerment at the individual level 
should not be discussed on its own, without considering the context of empowerment 
(Zimmerman and Rappaport 1988; Speer and Hughey 1995; Speer and Hughey 1996; 
Wilson 1996; Zimmerman 2000; Narayan 2002). Previous studies emphasizes on 
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the importance of organizational characteristics in affecting the outcomes of 
empowerment. We have learned that there are several important characteristics of an 
empowering organization. For instance, there are four organizational characteristics 
named by Maton and Salem (1995): (1) a belief system of growth and community 
building; (2) opportunities for members to take on meaningful and multiple roles; (3) 
a peer based support system that helps members develop a social identity and; (4) 
shared leadership with commitment to both members and the organizations. 
Moreover, the research done by Speer and Hughey (1996) also draws our attention to 
the relational characteristics of an empowering organization which would affect 
community participation and eventually lead to empowerment at the individual level. 
Their findings suggest that members' perception of organizational intimacy (the 
degree to which group members are familiar with each other) and organizational 
regulation (the degree to which a group regulates the functioning of members) have 
strong impacts on people's psychological empowerment. Nonetheless, these 
findings are still very general. Even though an empowering mechanism possesses 
all the above characteristics, does it mean that they can generate empowerment 
outcomes successfully? In fact, what we have to consider is not merely the 
organizational characteristics, but also the situation and the characteristics of the 
subjects of empowerment. 
Following the big trend of globalization, Hong Kong, has become the hub 
of economic activity in the region of Southeast Asia and is inevitably facing economic 
restructuring. With the contraction of manufacturing industry and the expansion of 
service industries, we can observe that many displaced workers from manufacturing 
are experiencing downward mobility. We can see that poor people nowadays are not 
only suffering from economic deprivation, but social exclusion and an increasing 
sense of powerlessness in the context of economic restructuring. According to 
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experience of community currencies in other countries, we have learned that this kind 
of community economic development is useful in helping the disadvantaged to boost 
their self-confidence and self-esteem and to build up more support networks for them 
(Pacione 1999; Seyfang and Pearson 2000; Aldridge et al. 2001; Cahn 2001; Seyfang 
2001; Williams et al. 2001). In Hong Kong, the first community currency project 
has also been established in 2001 to help the urban poor to gain mastery over the 
resources and their lives, thus reducing the sense of powerlessness of those people. 
However, we have to be critical about this brand-new project. Although 
the organizers often claim that they can use community currency to empower the poor, 
in reality, can they really recognize the problems of the poor and focus on their 
situations in the development of the community currency project? To what extent 
does it empower the subjects in response to their problems and difficulties? What 
are the constraints encountered in the process of empowerment? In this research, I 
shall try to find the answers to these questions. 
3.2 Research questions 
My research aims at examining the success and the deficiency of the first 
community currency project in Hong Kong for being an empowering mechanism. 
To achieve my goal, my research involves three main steps. Firstly, I shall gain 
some contextual understandings of the participants. In what sense are they suffering 
from growing powerlessness in the context of economic restructuring? What are 
their major problems and difficulties? By doing this, I can know more about the 
situation of the poor in order to evaluate whether the community currency can really 
focus on their unique characteristics in the process of empowerment. Secondly, I 
would like to see to what extent the community currency project can act as an 
empowering mechanism and to discuss the reasons of its success and failure. 
CHAPTER 3 Research framework " 42 
Particularly, based on the key findings of previous studies, I would try to analyze the 
organizational characteristics of the community currency project to see how these 
characteristics will affect the achievement of empowerment at the individual level. 
Lastly, I shall reveal the constraints of the community currency project in acting as an 
empowering mechanism and explore the relevant reasons of its failure. To 
summarize, my research questions are as follows: 
1. How is the situation of powerlessness experienced by the participants under the 
trend of economic restructuring? In terms of economic deprivation, social 
exclusion and a subjective sense of powerlessness, how are they being affected by 
the changing economic structure? 
2. To what extent can the community currency project perform the function of 
empowerment for the urban poor in response to their problems and difficulties? 
What kinds of organizational characteristics does it possesses which are important 
to contribute to its success in empowering its people? 
3. What are the constraints involved in the process of empowerment with the use of 
community currency? Why do these constraints exist? 
3.3 Analytical framework - Studying the effectiveness of community currency as 
an empowering mechanism 
Under the context of economic restructuring in Hong Kong, nowadays, 
there is an increasing sense of powerlessness among the poor. I am interested in 
looking at how the community currency would bring some positive changes to the 
people in terms of empowerment. Based on the rich content of my ethnographic 
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data, I am going to study the community currency project in terms of the following 
three dimensions. Firstly, the situation and the characteristics of the participants will 
be examined in order to gain contextual understandings of the urban poor. Secondly, 
based on their situation, I would explore in what ways the community currency can 
act as an empowering mechanism for them. In this research, I attempt to us the 
nomological network of psychological empowerment proposed by Zimmerman (1995) 
to measure how community currency can provide empowering outcomes for its 
powerless participants. As reviewed in the previous sections, the nomological 
network of psychological network of psychological empowerment has three 
components: intrapersonal component, interactional component and behavioral 
components (see Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2). Each of them has their own unique 
attributes. With reference to this nomological network, I will measure the 
participants' levels of empowerment by employing the three components. In 
addition, I would try to understand the success of COME as an empowering 
mechanism by analyzing its empowering organizational characteristics based on the 
previous research findings. Thirdly, I hope to reveal some constraints of the 
community currency in empowering the poor. Hopefully, this research will give a 
critical assessment of the community currency project in Hong Kong in terms of their 
successfulness and deficiency in empowering the urban poor. 
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CHAPTER 4 Research methodology 
The details of my research methods will be introduced in this chapter. 
Firstly, I shall present the research design. Secondly, I shall explain how I get my 
data from the field. Thirdly, I shall discuss the issue of subject selection. Fourthly, 
core questions for the in-depth interviews will be outlined. Last but not least, I shall 
describe the method of data analysis. 
4.1 Research design 
This study employs a qualitative approach to examine the effectiveness of 
the community currency project in Hong Kong in generating the outcomes of 
empowerment at the individual level for its participants. The methodological 
objective is to capture the details of the organization and the subjective 
understandings of the members' experience of participation. Based on the 
Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME), which is the first community 
currency project in Hong Kong, I shall focus on its success and deficiency in 
producing outcomes of empowerment for its participants. The unit of analysis of my 
study is individuals. 
4.2 Data sources 
4.2.1 In-depth interviews 
The in-depth interviews were conducted on a group-basis. Instead of 
choosing individual interviews, I chose group interviews because they could stimulate 
interaction between the interviewees. This could eventually generate more detailed 
and in-depth information. Also, since most of the participants were not very familiar 
with the setting of an interview, inviting those who they knew well about to join the 
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interviews would make them feel easier and more comfortable in answering my 
questions. So, I arranged the group interviews according to their peer groups. 
Usually, there were two to four persons in each group. 
The group interviews were conducted within the period from March 2004 to 
December 2004. In order that I could get more detailed information, some of the 
interviewees joined the interviews twice. The length of each interview was within 
the range from one hour to three hours. All the interviews were fully recorded and 
transcribed with the interviewees' consent. 
4.2.2 Participant observation 
In order to gain a better understanding of the operation and the organization 
of COME and to build up rapport with the members and the staff, I adopted 
participant observation to collect the data. Namely, I joined their market events, 
social gatherings and the regular meetings of different functional divisions. 
Moreover, for the purpose of increasing my understanding of the operation of the 
project, 1 participated in the organization of various events and functions. For 
example, I joined the division for organizing the regular market events and helped 
plan the regular market events. Also, I worked in the project to organize some social 
gatherings for its members such as a mid-autumn celebration party. In order to gain 
a better understanding of how the exchanges operated in COME, I established my 
stall in three different market events selling some food and miscellaneous goods. To 
record the data, I took fieldnotes of my observation of the participants. 
4.3 Subject selections 
The subjects for the in-depth interviews can be divided into two types, 
namely, staff, and members of the projects. The details of the interviewees are found 
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in Table VII and Table VIII in Appendix A. There were just three staff in-charge-of 
COME. I interviewed all three. As for the members, I selected eleven interviewees 
through purposive sampling. I invited those who were active members to join the 
interviews. By active members, I mean those who had participated in different 
functional divisions of COME and had been a member of COME for over two years. 
There are three main reasons for me to select the subjects in this way. Firstly, it was 
because these members would have a clearer understanding on the whole project. 
Therefore, they could provide me with detailed information. Secondly, the 
empowerment outcomes of these participants were believed to be more obvious due to 
their longer period of participation. Thirdly, the active members were able to 
provide useful information about other participants because they usually established 
good social networks with different members. As a researcher, I understand that it 
would have been good if I could have found some inactive members to contrast with 
the active members in order to compare how different levels of participation would 
affect the empowerment outcomes. Also, they may disclose the constraints and 
drawbacks of the project. However, in practice, it was very difficult to persuade 
inactive members to join the interviews as they seldom joined the activities. Due to 
this constraint, I eventually just invited the active members to be my interviewees. 
Also, to alleviate the effect of my biased subject selection and to find out more 
information about the inactive participants, the active members served as key 
informants to tell me why some of the members were inactive in the projects. 
Hopefully, this will reveal the negative side of the project. The evaluation of the 
methodological constraints will be further discussed in the last chapter. 
4.4 Core questions for interviews 
The details of the core questions for the interviews are found in the 
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Document I in Appendix B. There were two sets of interview core questions. One 
set was designed for the members while another set was for the staff. 
Semi-structured questions were asked in the interviews. The core questions for the 
interviews were divided into the following themes: 
Members 
1. Basic characteristics of interviewees: 
Career history, family background and current source of income 
2. Background for joining COME: 
Past experience in other community activities, the reasons for joining COME, the 
length of being a member of COME 
3. The experience of belonging to COME 
The major roles played in COME, participation in various activities, the 
experience of doing exchanges, the difference between COME and other 
community activities 
4. The empowerment outcomes at the individual level 
Increase in self-confidence and self-esteem, skill development, social network 
building，resource mobilization, critical awareness of the society and community 
involvement 
Staff 
1. The methods COME used to bring material resources to the members 
2. The ways of boosting the self-esteem of the members through the exchanges in 
COME 
3. The ways that COME helped its members to build up social networks 
4. The ways that COME transmitted cultural ideas and beliefs to its members 
5. The benefits to members of participating in the functional divisions 
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4.5 Methods of data analysis 
All the in-depth interviews were recorded and transcribed. The fieldnotes 
were written in detail and arranged in chronological order. After the first step, the 
data were grouped into various conceptual categories. The empowerment outcomes at 
the individual level, there were three categories: intrapersonal component, 
interactional component and behavioral component. This method of analyzing the 
data enabled me to organize the data according to my analytical framework, so that I 
could have a clear grouping of data for the report and the interpretation of findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Understanding the Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME) 
My study was based on the data collected from the Community Oriented 
Mutual Economy (COME). Before I analyze the success and the deficiency of 
COME in empowering its subjects, I would like to briefly introduce COME in this 
chapter. The introduction is particularly important because it provides some basic 
ideas concerning the project to my readers. With the coming brief description, I 
hope readers can understand the context of COME's foundation, its functional 
structure and the operation of exchanges under COME. It should help readers a lot 
in understanding my data analysis sections in the next two chapters. 
5.1 The context for the foundation of COME in Hong Kong 
The field of my research is the first community currency project in 
Hong Kong - Community Orientated Mutual Economy (COME). The project has 
been going since December 2001. According to the survey conducted in September 
2003, COME had 593 members at that time. However, since its establishment in 
2001, the project was promoted massively by various media (e.g. newspapers, 
magazines, TV programme, radio programme etc.). It suddenly attracted many 
people (e.g. staff in other NGOs and university students) to join the programme. 
Some of these members may have come just to see how the project was all about. 
After joining, they become inactive members. So, the Management Committee of 
COME decided to organize a membership renewal at the beginning of 2004 in order 
to keep only those relatively active members in the project. At the end of September 
2004，after the membership renewal, 353 members remained in the project. Their 
demographic characteristics are summarized in Document 5 in Appendices. 
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COME was different from the traditional programs in community centers 
which emphasize charity and volunteering. The idea of community economy 
development was a brand-new project for the organization, the social workers and the 
participants. In this project, donation and volunteering were not part of the core. 
Instead, it focused on how to foster mutually beneficial exchanges within a local 
community. What was the background for the foundation of COME in Hong Kong? 
Why was there a shift in orientation of community programs? Indeed, the reasons 
were highly context-specific. Hence, I am going to outline the context for its 
foundation before I move forward to explain the organizational characteristics and the 
outcomes of empowerment at the individual level. 
5.1.1 The economic context 
The economic context for the foundation of COME is based on the 
problems of the current labour market, namely, the economic restructuring and the 
undervaluing of work done by the people outside the working population. 
As reviewed in the previous part, we have learned that Hong Kong has been 
under rapid economic restructuring during the past two decades. Many skilled 
workers in manufacturing industry have been laid off. Suddenly, Hong Kong has a 
large number of displaced workers. The common coping strategies are either 
entering low skilled service industry or being dependent on welfare support from the 
government. Whatever strategies they adopt, they inevitably face poverty. 
Sad to say, due to the shift in demand in the labour market, although the 
displaced workers possess some skills and techniques, they have no way to utilize 
them. For instance, craftsmen, garment workers and carpenters are the victims of 
mass production and economic restructuring. Their skills are not valued by the 
employers anymore nowadays. However, does it mean that nobody wants their 
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services? Actually, these skills and techniques are still in demand by people within 
the local community. The biggest problem is the absence of a mechanism to match 
the demand with the supply. 
Also, in our society, there is a lot of un-paid work which is being ignored by 
the labour market. For example, the work done by housewives, the elderly, and 
children is often not rewarded and respected appropriately. Their efforts are 
taken-for-granted. Perhaps, there is a need for a system which can redefine the 
values of work done by these people. 
Based on the two major problems in the current labour market, COME tried 
to establish an exchange system to match demand with supply and to reward the work 
efforts by all kinds of people. 
5.1.2 The community context 
The community which COME was embedded in is an old district called 
Wanchai. Wanchai is close to the central business district of Hong Kong. This is a 
zone of transition in which we can find a lot of social problems. For instance, urban 
decay, poverty, single-parent families, unemployment and migrant families are all 
common in this area. These problems imply a large number of powerless people 
which generates the need to establish a coping strategy to help them to gain more 
mastery over their lives. This community provides a suitable environment for the 
development of a community economy. 
Also, Wanchai, as an old district, has a lot of small shops which suffer from 
the domination of big corporations. Their survival is very difficult as they have to 
face serious competition with chain stores. Hence, community currency may be seen 
as a strategy to revitalize the economic exchange networks in the local community. 
By this exchange system, consumption and production can become more 
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locally-based. Hence, the above community characteristics in Wanchai also gave 
rise to the development of community currency. 
5.1.3 The organizational context 
St. James Settlement has been going in Wanchai for many years. It has 
provided many kinds of social service to the disadvantaged groups such as the 
disabled, the new arrivals, the single-parents, the elderly and others. ‘ This large and 
diversified membership base provided the possibility for mobilization. This rich 
social mixture of people would contain the diversity of skills and techniques which 
are available for exchange in a community. So, this organizational condition has 
promoted the establishment of a community currency system. The interviewees 
explained that most of the members of COME were recruited from the different 
sections in St. James Settlement such as new arrival groups and single parent groups. 
These pre-existing potential members served as an important condition for the 
foundation of COME. Instead of people from a homogenous group, the diversified 
membership base in St. James Settlement provided a good opportunity for the 
establishment of a community currency system. 
5.2 The participants of COME - the powerless urban poor in Hong Kong 
Soon after the establishment of COME, the staff in St. James tried to invite 
the existing clients and members in different sections in the Settlement to join COME 
and help in the organization process. The more diversified the backgrounds of the 
participants, the higher the probability to make exchanges among the people. 
Therefore, they made a great effort to attract people with diversified backgrounds to 
join COME. For instance, they recruited some single-parent women from the 
mutual-help groups. Also, they invited some interior decoration workers who were 
CHAPTER 5 Understanding the Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME) 53 
also volunteers in St. James Settlement. Some female new arrivals from the 
Mainland were also recruited by the staff from different service units. Also, some 
people from low-income households and some unemployed were invited to join the 
COME. In addition, some social workers, scholars and legal experts were invited to 
provide useful comments for the early establishment of COME. However, generally 
speaking, the participants of COME usually were the recipients of community 
services and social welfare. These people, as an aggregate, we can call the 
powerless urban poor. Indeed, they had encountered a lot of powerless situations. 
Here I am going to outline the major situations encountered by many members in 
COME. 
First of all, one of the powerless situations was economic difficulties. For 
instance, out of the 353 members of COME, 69 of them reported their main sources of 
income were: CSS A, Old Age Allowance and Disabled Allowance from the 
Government (Table V. 1 in Document V in Appendix B). This means that 20 per cent 
of COME members were dependent on welfare. One of my interviewees, Ms. H 
who is a single parent, described the burden of her financial problems as follows: 
“Being a single-parent can be extremely stressful and painful. Usually, 
we cannot work outsides because of the children. You know, CSS A is 
always not enough for meeting the needs of a family. Especially for 
the expenses in education, it's so expensive. If you want to join the 
tutorial class outside, you cannot afford it." (Ms. H) 
Mr. J, also a CSS A recipient, told me how difficult it was for him to 
acquire new resources like computers and television sets in the market: 
"No matter how hard you have tried to save your money, you still cannot 
afford buying a new computer or a new television set in the department 
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Stores. Although they offer interest-free installments, the biggest 
problem for the CSSA recipients is that they don't have a credit card to 
pay the monthly installments." (Mr. J) 
Even though some of them were not welfare recipients, they still 
encountered many problems in the job searching process. Middle-aged people 
especially had to face serious age discrimination in the job market: 
"Age discrimination is so serious in the labour market! A few years 
ago, I saw an advertisement in the newspaper which was about the 
recruitment of sales girls of a chain bakery. I went to their shops and 
said I would like to apply for this job. The staff felt surprised and said 
that I may not be suitable for the job." (Ms. A) 
“I was a part-time care-taker in a center for the elderly. The starting 
hourly wage was HK$40. After a few years, my wage had been 
increased to HK$45 per hour. One day, my boss established a new rule 
for all staff which stated that all workers in the center should rotate to 
take the role of secretary for the monthly meetings. When I took up the 
role to take minutes, my boss complained that my work was poor. So, I 
revised it. But, she still thought that it was not good enough. Then, I 
argued with her that I had just tried my best to do it and taking-minute 
was actually not one of my duties. I was angry at that moment and I 
said I would quit the job. The boss soon became very happy. She 
actually wanted to find some excuse to embarrass me and induce me to 
quit the job voluntarily because she thought that my wage was too high. 
I told her I would quit at the end of that month. But, she rejected my 
suggestion claiming that she was afraid that I would treat the old people 
badly as retaliation. I felt so unhappy because I was not being trusted. 
Also, I realized that after I left, the hourly wage for the same position 
had been cut to HK$25; how exploitative it is!" (Ms. B) 
“I worked as an interior decoration worker for many years. Starting 
from the year of 2000，I found it very difficult to get a job as I grew 
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older and older. Although I had the idea of shifting from my previous 
occupation to security guard for residential flats, it was still impossible 
to get a job. I went to the employment service center of the Labour 
Department three times to seek help. The officer said she had no 
means to find a job for me. Then, she wrote a referral letter to me and 
asked me to submit it to the Social Welfare Department for the 
application of CSS A.” (Mr. K) 
“I was a jewelry craftsman. A few years ago, many jewelry companies 
moved to China. Though I can work in China, the employer did not 
offer a reasonable salary to me. After deduction of the transportation, 
the income would be very low. So, I tried to get a job in Hong Kong. 
However, many of the jewelry companies in Hong Kong started to 
employ craftsmen on a piece-rate basis. The older ones cannot 
compete with the younger ones in terms of efficiency. Now I have 
been unemployed since 1997. I tried to apply for the post of security 
guard, but I often failed because of my low educational attainment and 
my age". (Mr. J) 
The second situation of powerlessness was the lack of social support. Many 
of the members of COME were the disadvantaged, like single-parent families, low 
income households and new arrivals. For instance, there were 30 single parents in 
COME, which accounted for about 8.5 per cent of the total members (Table V.3 in 
Document V in Appendix B). Sad to say, they did not just suffer from lack of 
economic resources, but also lack of social capital. Since the disadvantaged had to 
face a lot of discrimination and stigmatization in the mainstream society, they found it 
hard to establish a strong supportive network. One of my interviewees, Ms. H, who 
was a divorced woman with two children, described how powerless she was; 
“Being a divorced woman is very stressful. It is so difficult to find 
others to help and protect you. Even my own family still cannot help 
me. A few years ago, I rented a small room outside. Because of my 
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Status, the proprietor always shouted at me and tried to take advantage of 
me. Also, we have to face serious discrimination just because we live 
on CSSA. I try to avoid telling people I am receiving CSSA from the 
government. But my children still have very low self-esteem " (Ms. H) 
On the other hand, sometimes even their own families are not willing to 
provide sufficient support for divorced persons. Ms. E, who was also a single parent 
with two children, mentioned the difficulties of finding social support: 
“I started to think a lot after I had divorced my ex-husband. Because I 
lost my right to bring up the children, I felt so depressed and lonely. I 
suddenly thought that I had lost everything. I was so hesitant to talk 
about my feelings and problems with friends and colleagues, and even 
my parents and siblings. I knew that my family disliked my divorced 
status. I tried to kill myself as I was so unhappy during that period." 
(Ms. E) 
Also, for the unemployed, they were actually seriously stigmatized by the 
mainstream society as non-productive people. This made them hesitate to tell people 
about their situation and about their need to find emotional support: 
"Outside there is so much discrimination against people who receive 
CSSA. I had heard many things on the buses and on the streets. You 
know, people always criticized others who get welfare from the 
government. They are so angry. It's more serious than if you are 
taking money out of their pockets. So, I tried to avoid telling others 
that I am getting CSSA from the government. Even when problems 
arise, I tend to keep the problems to myself." (Mr. J) 
From the above example, we can see that stigmatization of the 
disadvantaged does not only limit the availability of social support, but also affects 
their self-esteem. Thus, followed by the lack of social support, the third common 
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situation encountered by the disadvantaged group was the lack of self-esteem and 
self-confidence. Due to the stereotypes of being a dependent, they tended to think 
that they had low abilities in various aspects, which would result in low self-esteem. 
In addition, some of them may encounter a lot of unhappy experiences in their daily 
lives, especially in the labour market. Consequently, they failed to recognize their 
potentials and talents. 
“I was a new arrival from the Mainland. After I divorced, I tried hard 
to find jobs in the market. So, I enrolled in a course for training 
domestic helpers which was organized by the government. But still, I 
cannot get any jobs. I always thought that my efforts were not 
appreciated or valued by others. It made me unhappy." (Ms. H) 
“I was so shy to speak in front of a group of people. You know, I did 
not have that kind of talent. My ex-husband always asked me to shut 
up. He said he never understand what I had said. This made me feel 
very depressed." (Ms. I) 
One of the my interviewees, who joined COME at its foundation, observed 
that the middle aged unemployed and underemployed usually had low self-esteem as 
they were often not respected by other people: 
"Those who are unemployed or underemployed, especially those who 
are middle-aged men, usually have very low self-confidence. One of 
the reasons is because they encountered a lot of negative comments from 
others. For instance, people always say, 'Why do these guys always 
spend their time sitting in the community center? They should go out 
to get a job'. These gossips make them feel embarrassed and 
uncomfortable." (Ms. A) 
As we can see, the participants of COME were often the disadvantaged 
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groups in the society such as the unemployed, the single parents and the new arrivals. 
These people can be described as powerless in terms of lack of economic resources, 
lack of social support and low self-esteem. 
5.3 The general description of COME 
To explore how COME can act as an empowering mechanism for the 
disadvantaged, I am going to outline COME briefly first before analyzing its 
organizational characteristics. 
5.3.1 The basic objectives of COME 
Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME) was a community 
economy in which all the transactions between members were conducted by using its 
own community currency. It was founded in the year of 2001. The currency unit 
of COME was "Minutes". To reflect the fairness between different people, 
"Minutes" were used to value goods and services. The basic rationale was because 
everybody gets 24 hours a day, regardless of the gender, the educational background, 
the race and the age. The organizers believed that it was the fairest way to evaluate 
the production of people. 
The project of COME had three major objectives. The first one was the 
economic goals. Through the exchange system of community currency, the 
exchanges of goods and services among the people within the local community could 
be stimulated and boosted. Under the mutually beneficial economic transactions, it 
aimed at rebuilding and revitalizing the local community economy by using the 
community members. By encouraging people to exchange their talents and 
resources with others, hopefully it would eventually improve peoples' living 
conditions. 
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The second one was the social goal. The exchanges under the community 
economy were believed to be more humanistic and personal because it involved many 
kinds of face-to-face interactions. Therefore, the project hoped to increase the 
mutual trust and communication among the members, and to rebuild the network for 
community organization. Hopefully, a sense of solidarity would be developed 
among the groups of the disadvantaged, thus eliminating the prejudices and social 
labels of the minority groups. 
The last one was the cultural goal. During the process of pricing and 
exchange, people could have deeper discussion about the taken-for-granted principles 
of pricing in the outside market. For instance, "Why is the work effort of 
housewives and children not paid?，’，"Why is the work of an accountant always paid 
higher than that of a carpenter, given they all spend equal time and effort on the 
work?" It was believed that people would have more reflections on some 
unreasonable assumptions in normal market transactions, and thus develop 
consciousness about the society and the economy. 
5.3.2 The functional structure of COME 
To facilitate the smooth functioning of COME, there are several functional 
divisions which specialize in different kinds of work and issues (see Document VI in 
Appendix B and Figure I in Appendix C). First of all, the Management Committee 
(MC) dealt with the long-term plan and the resource allocation of the whole project. 
Second, the Market Organizing Division was to organize the regular market event. 
Third, the Publication and Promotion Division was responsible for the production of 
the monthly newsletters and promoting activities and events. Forth, the COME 
Cooperative was a unit for collecting and distributing daily resources donated by other 
organizations and goods ordered by the members through COME. Fifth, the Hotline 
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Division handled the matches between buyers and sellers in order to assist members 
to find suitable exchange partners for goods and services. Sixth, the Resource 
Development Division was responsible for exploring the possibility of bringing 
various resources to COME and utilizing the current resources. Seventh, the Shop 
Management Division planned the practical operations and promotional strategies of 
the shop to foster the daily exchanges in the shop. Eighth, the Finance Division 
monitored the issue of Time Coupons and planned the budgets for COME. Ninth, 
the Administration Division dealt with the sponsors and St. James Settlement for 
resources and development and handled the general administrative procedures. 
In addition, these different functional divisions involved a high degree of 
members' participation with the assistance and facilitation of St. James staff. All 
COME members could enter different divisions according to their own talents and 
interests. Taking the Management Committee (MC) as an example, it invited 
members to nominate potential committee candidates to join the Management 
Committee. If the number of nomination exceeded 15, which was the maximum 
number of members in the MC, an election had to be held. Other divisions also 
involved a high degree of members' participation (see Table IX in Appendix A) 
5.3.3 The exchanges in COME 
Basically, all the exchanges in COME used Time Coupons, although the 
sellers could charge the buyers in Hong Kong Dollars for the costs of raw materials, 
transportation and delivery. The use of Time Coupons in pricing, according to the 
rationale of the scheme, was an attempt to reward all production of goods and services 
in respect to the total amount of time invested in the whole production process, 
regardless of the kind of goods and services involved. 
Based on the ideas of respecting all kinds of skills and talents and utilizing 
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resources within the community, a variety of goods and services can be exchanged in 
COME. Table X in Appendix A and Document IV in Appendix B and list the types 
of goods and services exchanged in COME by the members and by my respondents. 
Typical goods offered in exchanges were clothing, second-hand furniture and 
electrical appliances, food and drinks and handmade accessories. For services, the 
common services traded in COME were baby sitting, interior decoration, domestic 
cleaning, private tutorials and hair cutting. 
Structurally, COME offered various kinds of activities and services to its 
members to facilitate their transactions. 
Firstly, there was a regular monthly market event every two months. 
Members could set up their own counters to sell goods and services, such as second 
hand home appliances, books, food and drinks, hair cutting and so on. The market 
event also gave its member the opportunity to do shopping using TIME Coupons. 
Also, COME invited different cooperative partners to join the market event so as to 
bring a variety of resources to the members. For instance, COME had invited some 
Chinese herbalist organizations to provided free consultation services to its members. 
On the other hand, The China Light and Power Volunteers Team and other 
environmental organizations had joined some of the market events to offer various 
kinds of resources for exchange. 
Secondly, a regular newsletter was published and sent to all members every 
two months. The newsletter contained advertisements from its members, stating 
what they want to get or what they can offer. For instance, baby-sitting, tutoring, 
home repairing, second hand goods exchange and Chinese herbalist consultation were 
found in the newsletter. This would enable members to do exchanges on a daily 
basis. 
Thirdly, COME had found some companies to donate or to consign their 
CHAPTER 5 Understanding the Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME) 62 
goods in order to increase the material resources for its members. Goods were 
mainly daily necessities such as bread and cakes, rice, organic vegetables, 
second-hand electronic appliances and computers which were meeting the basic needs 
of its members. 
Fourthly, a hotline which operated three nights a week was set up to 
matching buyers and sellers of goods and services. For example, if a member wants 
a person to look after her children tomorrow afternoon, she can call the hotline and 
tell her needs. Then, the staff will try their best to find out who can take up the job 
and they also will help in the price negotiating process. This service helped 
members to meet some urgent needs. 
Fifthly, COME itself was also a big employer. It often recruited members 
to do various kinds of administrative work and to organize activities. When holding 
an event, COME would use time coupons to employ its members to do cleaning work, 
to plan activities, prepare refreshments, provide portage services etc. All these 
provide working opportunities for its members, thus enabling them to get some 
amount of Time Coupons to do transactions with others. 
Sixth, in January of 2005, the Land Department generously offered COME 
with a local shop in Wanchai. This shop provided a new environment to gather 
COME's members and people in the community and promoted COME to people in 
the community. More importantly, the shop fostered the daily exchanges in the 
shops by providing consignment services to its members. Hence, COME members 
could transact with each other more frequently. 
The above is a general description of COME. However, we should move 
back to my research questions. Why did community currency act as an empowering 
mechanism for the disadvantaged? What were the empowerment outcomes for the 
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individuals? What are the constraints encountered by COME in empowering the 
poor? These questions will be dealt in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 6 The effect of COME in empowering the poor 
In this chapter, I am going to analyze the effect of COME in empowering 
the poor. Firstly, the empowerment outcomes at the individual level of the 
participant will be discussed. Secondly, I would try to explain the outcomes by 
examining the characteristics of COME which enable it to become an empowering 
organizational. I would organize my data by using the five key characteristics of an 
empowering mechanism based on my literature review. They are: 1) Low degree of 
organizational regulation; 2) A group based belief system; 3) A multiple opportunity 
role structure; 4) A peer based support system; and 5) Shared leadership with 
commitment. The details of each characteristic are discussed in Chapter 2. 
6.1. The empowerment outcomes at individual level 
I am going to review the empowerment outcomes of COME participants 
with my data from in-depth interviews and participant observation. In general, 
empowerment simply means gaining control and mastery over one's life (Rappaport 
1984). As previously discussed in the literature review, my analysis of 
empowerment at the individual level is based on the nomological networks of 
psychological empowerment proposed by Zimmerman (1995). I shall assess three 
main aspects of empowerment outcomes, namely: the intrapersonal component, the 
interactional component and the behavioral component. The data are grouped and 
summarized in three tables according to the above three components of psychological 
empowerment (see Table XI, Table XII and Table XIII in Appendix A). 
However, to provide a picture of the empowerment outcomes of COME 
participants, I would like summarize the achievement of empowerment of my 
interviewees in a brief table. 
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Table 6.1 Summary of empowerment outcomes of the interviewees 
Intrapersonal Empowerment Interactional empowerment Behavioral Empowerment 
Self-efficacy Perceived 
Critical Skill Organizational Community 
Interviewees and perceived control over 
awareness development participation involvement 
competence life 
Ms. A Z y “ ^ ^ Z 
Ms. B “ Z y ^ ^ 
Ms. C Z Z Z “ Nil ^ 
Mr.D Z Z Nil Nil Z Nil 
Ms. E Nil Nil Nil ^ ^ V 
Ms. F Z Z Nil “ Nil Nil 
Mr. G Nil Nil Nil ^ Nil Nil 
Ms. H Z “ “ Z Z y 
Ms. I “ Z Z Z y Z 
Mr. J “ Z Nil ^ ^ Z 
Mr. K Z Z Nil ^ ^ Z 
6.1.1 Intrapersonal empowerment 
The concept of empowerment for individuals has two sides, namely, the 
subjective side and the objective side. The subjective side of empowerment 
represents the subjective feeling of the people; whether they feel that they have more 
power and greater control over their lives than before. The objective side of 
empowerment represents what the people get actually that gives them greater control 
over their lives. Compared with the other two components of psychological 
empowerment, the intrapersonal component puts more emphasis on people's 
subjective perception and feeling of, mastery. It refers to how people think about 
themselves. From Table 6.1, we can observe that COME has been very effective in 
boosting members' sense of self-efficacy and perceived competence as well as the 
sense of perceived control over life. In the coming paragraphs, I shall present the 
voices of COME participants on their subjective feelings of empowerment. 
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a) Self efficacy and perceived competence 
Traditionally, social services focus on how the service providers deliver 
some resources to the welfare recipients. It assumes that the recipients are not very 
competent at all, so that they need assistance and support from a third party. 
However, the basic belief of COME was that everybody had their own special skills 
and talents. So, rather than saying that COME was a kind of welfare program, 
COME was a project that put emphasis on mutual help. One had to offer something 
in order to get something from others. This mutual exchange program enabled its 
participants to realize their potential and competence through two processes. Firstly, 
the process of doing exchange helped people to actualize their talents: 
“I have organized a food stall in the market events a few times. I 
made some desserts and snacks for sale. But, later, because my 
partners were very busy and had no time to join me again, I stopped it 
for many months. I realized that other members appreciated my food 
so much as they always asked me to sell it again in the market events. 
Their appreciation is really a good encouragement to me." (Ms. H) 
“I was the volunteer in the elderly center. I visited the people there to 
provide free hair-cutting service to the elderly. I had never imagined 
that my hair-cutting skill can be exchanged for other goods and 
services. In COME, people are willing to pay for my services. You 
know, I feel so happy about that. (Ms. F) 
"As a housewife, no matter how well I can cook, I can just serve my 
family. After joining COME，I realized that my skills should not be 
just constrained within my family. For example, I can be hired by 
COME to prepare food and snacks for activities. Also, I can rent a 
stall in the market events to hold a small business to sell my food. 
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This is a totally different kind of reward. It reinforces my skills and 
abilities." (Ms. B) 
The second point is the process of organizing. Generally speaking, the 
roles of givers and takers are usually clear-cut in the traditional social services. For 
instance, in a group of female new arrivals, the givers are usually the social workers 
and some volunteers, while the takers were always the new arrivals. It is always the 
givers who organize some programs to help the takers. In COME, being so different, 
the delineation between givers and takers was not defined so rigidly. All members 
could participate in the process of organizing. This would also have a positive 
impact on their sense of self-efficacy and self-competence. Instead of waiting for 
social workers and volunteers to plan all the things for them, the members in COME 
got actively involved in the whole process of organizing by joining the functional 
divisions of COME, thus discovering their strength: 
"I am a single-parent. In the past, I have joined a mutual-help group 
for female single-parents. It was always the social workers who 
helped us, but not vice versa. It seemed that the people in the groups 
were all the powerless who were waiting for assistance from the others. 
But, in COME, it is different. We are not just waiting others to 
provide assistance to us, but participating in the planning and 
execution of the whole process. We have to decide the theme for 
market events and the content of the newsletters. We have to decide 
how to organize the shop for COME. The feeling is that we do not 
just take benefits without paying for it. Actually, we are capable of 
helping each other." (Ms. A) 
"I had no confidence speaking in front of the people as my ex-husband 
always asked me to shut up when I wanted to talk to him. He said 
nobody would understand my words. However, in my participation 
in the Management Committee and other divisions, I think I am 
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capable of conveying ideas and opinions to other members 
successfully. And, they also tell me that they can understand what I 
say, too. That is, I have my own communication skills." (Ms. I) 
Hence, through the processes of organizing and doing exchange, we have 
learned that the participants were able to get a greater sense of competence and 
self-efficacy. 
b) Perceived control over life 
Furthermore, in the aspect of intrapersonal empowerment, COME was able 
to increase members' perceived control over life. Firstly, the goods and services 
exchanged in COME were mostly daily necessities, such as clothing, food, electrical 
appliances, hair-cutting and so forth. As the social workers of COME said, getting 
these resources with their own skills and talents would increase their confidence as 
they would see that they were capable of being self-sufficient. Through offering 
their goods and services, they could, in return, get what they needed. Hence, in 
COME, none of the members were welfare recipients. Indeed, they got their 
resources by working and producing. COME had actually changed the traditional 
perception of the disadvantaged. They were no longer the passive recipients for 
social welfare and services. They had now become active producers of goods and 
services. The rule of the game was: “No free lunch in COME". If one wanted to 
get the resources, one had to work to earn Time Coupons. The mainstream discourse 
always stigmatized the disadvantaged as non-productive people. This criticism 
would increase the sense of inferiority of the disadvantaged. From the perspective of 
COME members, this exchange system helped them to gain back control over their 
lives as they did not rely too much on the welfare assistance from a third party: 
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“In COME, if I work one hour, I would get 60 minutes Time Coupons 
to exchange for the goods I need. The goods are not a donation from 
others, but my own work efforts. I earn my living by my own skills." 
(Mr. J) 
"COME does not have the labeling effect on the disadvantaged. For 
example, in traditional social services which emphasize donation, if 
you say 'all CSS A recipients can get a bag of rice free of charge", I am 
sure that no one would queue to get the rice. But, in COME, people 
do not have the fear of being stigmatized as they just get their 
resources by their own efforts. This can maintain their sense of 
control." (Ms. A) 
“I have two kids. Sometimes they ask me to buy them toys. But, I 
really cannot afford these as I just receive CSS A every month. In 
COME, by using Time Coupons which I earned from my work, I can 
buy some nice toys for them." (Mr. K) 
Therefore, we can see that members in COME could gain more control over 
their lives through doing exchanges with others. The exchanges made passive 
welfare recipients become active producers. By actively engaging in the exchanges 
of goods and services, they did not merely rely on the assistance from a third party. 
To summarize this section, from the above, we can understand that COME 
members can benefit from intrapersonal empowerment with the increase in 
self-efficacy and perceived competence as well as perceived control over life. Firstly, 
COME provided opportunities for the members to explore and utilize their skills and 
talents, thus increase their self-efficacy and perceived competence. Secondly, the 
mutual beneficial exchange system in COME avoided the stigmatization of the 
disadvantaged as a passive welfare-recipient. It enabled them to derive more control 
over their lives instead of just waiting for others to help them. 
CHAPTER 6 The effect of COME in eiiipovvcring the poor 70 
6.1.2 Interactional empowerment 
The second component of empowerment at the individual level is the 
interactional component. The interactional component refers to the critical 
awareness people have about their community and related sociopolitical issues. 
People must learn about their context in order to engage in collective actions in order 
to exert control in their environment. Also, they have to develop their skills so that 
they can cooperate with others in the processes of organization and decision making. 
From the summary in Table 6.1, in terms of interactional component, we can observe 
that COME members can have skill development through the participation. 
However, we also see that COME was not very successful in raising the critical 
awareness of the members. 
a) Critical awareness of understanding the causal agents 
To gain mastery and control over one's life, one must first be able to 
understand why one is powerless. The members in COME, had to understand why 
they could not engage in the exchanges in the normal market, given the fact that they 
had skills and talents. In COME, certainly the organizers had tried to transmit some 
ideologies about the inequality in Hong Kong through various channels such as 
newsletters, exhibitions in market events and meetings of different functional 
divisions. For instance, in one of the newsletters it was pointed out that economic 
restructuring had displaced a lot of skilled workers in the manufacturing industry. It 
created a plentiful supply of cheap labour for the service industry. Hence, there had 
been an increase in the population of the poor. Also, thanks to the monopoly of the 
big corporations in the consumption market, the local economy is now in decay. 
Under the trend of mass production and mass consumption, even though there are 
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various resources within the community, the domination of big corporations gave 
them no room for survival. 
In fact, some of my interviewees had demonstrated their critical awareness 
during the interviews. For instance, Ms. H told me that she had read every COME 
newsletter and she admitted that she was now more aware of the social issues such as 
unemployment of the middle-aged, monopoly of big corporations and the reduction of 
welfare budgets. Also, Ms. I also said that she had gained a deeper understanding of 
the decay in the community economy through her participation in COME: 
"After joining COME, I have got a better understanding of the 
community economy. Because I am also a member of the 
Management Committee and through working in COME, I begin to 
learn more about how the monopoly of big business would destroy the 
habitat of small local shops. I have started to reflect more on these 
issues. Monopoly seems to be far away from a little citizen, but 
actually it is closely related to our daily lives." (Ms. I) 
One more example is Ms. C. Since her working environment was rather 
closed, she was not able to get information and reflections on various socio-political 
issues. Before she joined COME, she thought supermarkets were very convenient 
for her as there was a free delivery service. It was her habit to shop for everything in 
the supermarket as she always thought that the goods were cheaper there. However, 
after joining COME, she started to learn more about the drawbacks of monopoly in 
the consumption market, through discussion with other members during the meetings. 
She discovered that the consumers would gradually lose their bargaining power when 
they relied more and more on the big corporations. As there would be less 
competition in the industry, they can charge a very high price for their goods. For 
instance, she told me that the delivery service was no longer free of charge after the 
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consumers got used to it. Therefore, she started to learn how monopoly would affect 
the survival of the local community economy, and the importance of preserving the 
economy within a community. 
However, from my fieldwork, although some of the active members can 
develop critical awareness through their participation, I admit that COME had 
encountered some constraints and difficulties in raising the critical awareness of the 
majority. We will have discussion about this aspect in the next chapter. 
b) Skill development in community organizing 
COME was a project that mobilizes people from all walks of life to work 
for a collective goal. As mentioned in the previous chapter, COME provided its 
members with a lot of opportunities for participation. Different functional divisions 
had different skill requirements. Each of the divisions acted as a field for the 
members to practice community organizing at some level. Through joining these 
functional divisions, different skills of community organizing can be learned. In 
my participant observation, I discovered that members can learn a lot of skills of 
community organizing though having meetings with the other member of the different 
divisions. For instance, they were trained to be familiar with collective decision 
making. Also, they strengthened their communication skills when conveying their 
standpoints and ideas. In addition, they learned how to present their ideas and 
feelings in front of other people, and even the media: 
"In the early days of the establishment of COME, as it was the first 
community currency project in Hong Kong, many media 
representatives were very interested in it. So, they visited us to do 
some interviews and record the activities. They needed some core 
members to tell them more about COME. We were actually quite shy 
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to speak in front of the camera. However, practice makes perfect. 
We can now do it very easily. I had not realized that I have that kind 
of talent. Now, I can join all the public activities and forums and can 
speak in front of many people." (Ms. A) 
“Before I joined COME, I was a very stubborn person who did not 
accept criticism by others, but now, I have learned how to control my 
emotions. Also, I developed my negotiation skills during 
co-operation with others". (Ms. E) 
“From my experience of working in the COME Cooperative, I had 
developed some skills to lead a small group working together. 
Although the tasks of the Cooperative are quite routine，but still, we 
have to deal with the problem of division of labour in handling various 
tasks. Also, we have to participate in the formulation of future 
development plans for the whole Cooperative." (Mr. J) 
“I was a member of the Sandwich Division (the forerunner of the 
COME Cooperative). I have learned how to coordinate with different 
people of different ages and backgrounds. Moreover, it trained me to 
have good interpersonal skills." (Mr. G) 
Even though many of my respondents could develop some skills for 
community organizing through their participation in COME, we have to understand 
that the interactional component of empowerment may only be obvious in those who 
were the active participants of COME. The marginal participants, as they were away 
from the process of organizing, may not get so many opportunities for skill 
development. Indeed, this is also one of the constraints encountered by COME in 
generating empowerment at the individual level for its participants. 
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6.1.3 Behavioral empowerment 
Last but not least, the third component of empowerment at the individual 
level is the behavioral component. While the intrapersonal component represents the 
subjective feelings of competence and sense of mastery and the interactional 
component represents the actual awareness and where skills are developed for the 
further action of empowerment, the behavioral component refers to actions taken to 
influence the outcomes directly. It can contain two main aspects: organizational 
participation and community involvement. From my fieldwork, most of my 
interviewees were very willing to participate in the process of organization of COME, 
although there are still some limitations in stimulating some participants to contribute 
to the process of organization. On the other hand, given COME can motivate 
community involvement of some members. 
a) Organizational participation 
From Table IX in Appendix A, we can see that COME mobilized some 
members to join the various functional divisions. They participated according to 
their interests and their skills. From my observation, many of the members were 
very devoted to the work in COME. Although most of them had their own jobs or 
family duties, they still had high commitment to their divisions. I joined the 
meetings for most of the divisions. Members were present in the meetings to discuss 
issues actively. Sometimes, the meetings of the Management Committee could end 
at eleven o'clock at night, which was late given that the official closing time of the 
center was 10p.m. Also, in the meetings, I observed that many members had the 
passion and initiative to take up different tasks and duties. Some of the social 
workers also commented as follows: 
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“I am responsible for the Market Organizing Division and the COME 
Cooperative. I am glad to discover that most of the committee 
members have a strong commitment to their divisions. They would 
always think about how to make things better. They have the 
motivation to pursue high achievement." (Staff, Ms. M) 
“I am working for three divisions: Promotion and Publication Division, 
Hotline Division and Resource Development Division. From my 
experience, committee members usually have a strong sense of 
responsibility concerning their divisions and tasks. They feel that 
they are just a part of the division. I can say that so far I have never 
encountered any irresponsible committee members." (Staff, Ms. N) 
Also, my respondents showed me their strong commitment to the whole 
project during the interviews: 
"I joined COME very early. To me, COME was just like an infant. 
We looked after it everyday and saw it grow up. As an organizer, I 
can derive satisfaction from it. I hope I can keep on contributing to 
the project with my efforts." (Mr. D) 
“I hope that COME can uphold its value of equality among people 
through the exchanges. I am willing to contribute to the achievement 
of this value. This is the reason why I have been a member of the 
Management Committee since its establishment." (Ms. B) 
From the above data, we can see that the members of COME had actively 
participated in the process of organization. 
b) Community involvement 
CHAPTER 6 The effect of COME in eiiipovvcring the poor 76 
Compared with organizational participation, community involvement is 
wider and broader in its scope. Instead of just staying in an organization, people can 
further participate in the activities in the wider community for the purpose of gaining 
more power and control for themselves. Indeed, some of the COME members did 
not merely participate in the project, they joined other organizations and collective 
activities. A few of my respondents joined more than one community activities in St. 
James. The environment of COME was good for information diffusion. As the 
connections among members were so tight, members of COME could learn about 
other community activities in St. James Settlement through the other members or staff 
One incident that impressed me so much was that a pregnant member helped to 
mobilize people to join a protest to fight for bus fare reductions for students. Other 
members told me that she was very silent and apathetic when she first joined COME. 
But, she had become more talkative and active now. She had stronger motivation to 
participate in joint action which aimed at helping the disadvantaged and the minority. 
Here are more examples showing how some COME members actively engaged in 
other community activities: 
"After I joined COME, because I have met more people, I participated 
in many kinds of community activities mainly concerning the welfare 
of the disadvantaged. For example, I have also joined a group which 
is concerned with changes in CSS A policy. Also, I went to some 
protests which were held outs ides the headquarters of the 
Government." (Ms. H) 
“Besides COME, I have also joined a group which concerned with the 
changes in CSS A policy. Sometimes, I attend its seminars and 
protests. Through these activities, I hope I can gain a better 
understanding of the changes of welfare policy. Only by 
understanding what the Government is doing, can we fight for our own 
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interests? With knowledge about our own rights, we can uphold our 
bottomline and refuse any unreasonable intrusion on our rights." (Mr. 
K) 
“I admit that I have participated more in various community activities 
as I meet more people in COME. They would sometimes ask me to 
join their activities. I joined some protests and lobbying to fight for 
benefits for the minorities such as the elderly and the CSSA families." 
(Ms. I) 
Therefore, as COME could awaken the critical awareness of the people and 
provide a network for information diffusion, we can observe that some of the 
members became quite active in the aspect of community involvement. Nonetheless, 
we have to bear one point in mind, in order not to exaggerate the effect of COME in 
stimulating community involvement of its members. While some members joined 
more community activities after they came to COME, there were still some members 
who already had many community involvements before participating in COME. 
Thus, although we can observe that many COME members participated in different 
kinds of community activities and collective actions, we cannot conclude that these 
were all the influence of COME. This is because some of the members may already 
be very aware of the social issues and be very active in launching collective action 
before they joined COME. We should not overstate the impact of COME in 
generating members' community involvement. 
To summarize this section, we have seen that the members of COME can 
achieve psychological empowerment in terms of the three components (intrapersonal, 
interactional and behavioral), though the degrees of achievement of different 
components varies for different people. After knowing the outcomes of 
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empowerment, we may be interested in the reasons for the existence of certain 
empowerment outcomes under this project. Under what conditions can 
empowerment at individual level be possible? 
Indeed, the concept of empowerment has currently emphasized the 
importance of community and collectivity (Speer and Hughey 1995; Wilson 1996; 
Narayan 2002). Early in the late 80s, Zimmerman and Rappaport (1988) had 
suggested that we should look at the context of organization in which people are 
embedded for the purpose of learning more about the empowerment process of PE. 
They find that greater participation in community activities and organizations is 
associated with psychological empowerment. The implications of their study is that 
empowerment at the individual level always happens within the context of community 
or organization. Empowerment is in fact a person-environment interaction 
(Zimmerman 2000). Speer and Hughey (1995; 1996) also claims that individual 
empowerment must be embedded in community. To generate social change, they 
argue that individuals must work collectively through "mediating structures" like 
neighborhoods, schools, churches and voluntary associations. Similarly, 
Zimmerman (2000) agrees that citizen participation in community organizations will 
help to decrease a sense of powerlessness, alienation and withdrawal from community 
living. Hence, greater emphasis should be put on the context of organization if we 
really want to know more about the occurrence of empowerment at the individual 
level. In the coming paragraphs, I would try to analyze the important 
organizational characteristic of COME which had made the empowerment at the 
individual level possible for its participants. 
6.2 Explaining the effects of COME in empowering the poor with its 
organizational characteristics 
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In this section, I will try to analyze COME's positive effects in empowering 
the urban poor by looking at its organizational characteristics. As reviewed in 
Chapter 2, pervious research had found some important organizational characteristics 
of an empowering mechanism, namely, they are: 1) Low degree of organizational 
regulation; 2) A group based belief system; 3) A multiple opportunity role structure; 4) 
A peer based support system; and 5) Shared leadership with commitment. These 
characteristics are important for us to understand the success of an empowering 
mechanism. 
6.2.1 Low degree of organizational regulation 
One of the basic ideas of COME was respect for all kinds of talents and 
skills. The organizers often encouraged members to develop their potential through 
joining COME. Through participation in organization, production of goods and 
services, and exchanges with the others, it was hoped that members would feel free to 
gain more control and autonomy in their economic life as well as in their social life. 
Hence, to achieve this goal, COME had a relatively low degree of organizational 
regulation. Also, its members could exercise a high degree of autonomy in doing 
transactions and participating in different divisions. This characteristic is 
particularly important for boosting people's sense of self-efficacy and perceived 
competence as well as the perceived control over life, that is, the intrapersonal 
component of psychological empowerment. Only with more autonomy, people can 
feel they are capable of having mastery over their lives. In the following paragraphs, 
I am going to discuss the importance of low degree of organizational regulation in 
generating empowerment at the individual level. 
a) Minimal organizational regulations in exchange 
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As we can observe, the formal labour market has a lot of restrictions and 
regulations to limit the entry of workers. Firstly, not all kinds of production of goods 
and services can be respected and rewarded in the formal labour market. The formal 
market is in fact very exclusive in nature. That is, only certain goods and services 
produced by certain kinds of people would be included in the formal labour market, 
others are taken-for-granted as voluntary and have no market value. We often ignore 
the production of those people who are outside this formally recognized working 
population. Typically, the works of students, housewives, the unemployed and the 
retired are often neglected when we are counting productivity in the market. For 
instance, the formal labour market would not value the work done by housewives. 
So, no matter how well a housewife can cook and how efficiently she can manage her 
housework, the formal labour market would not recognize and reward this kind of 
service appropriately. She can only serve her family silently and gain no economic 
reward. Another example is the skills and talents of the people in downsized 
industry. Under economic restructuring, various manufacturing sectors laid off a lot 
of skilled workers in various industries. In terms of market value，their skills and 
talents were not respected in the formal labour market anymore. It seemed that these 
skills had become useless once the market did not want them anymore. 
Secondly, the formal labour market puts great emphasis on formal 
qualifications and certification when recruiting people. This would impose some 
restriction and controls on people. Sometimes, this kind of practice would become 
ritualistic. Instead of assessing one's ability directly from the work performance, 
employers often make judgment mainly based on certificates. Hence, people who 
cannot enter the game of formal qualifications would be excluded from the formal 
labour market. For example, nowadays, even some low-ranked service jobs such as 
security guards and part-time domestic helpers have their own institutional 
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arrangements to control the people joining the industries. People have to attend 
various training courses and get the certificates before getting the jobs. No matter 
how experienced a housewife is in doing housework, she has to obey the regulations 
in the formal labour market. She has to obtain a formal certificate to show that she is 
a qualified domestic helper if she wants to take up this job. 
Compared with the tight control and regulations in the formal labour market, 
in terms of organizational regulations on doing exchange among the members，COME 
provided a relatively free and autonomous environment for its members. 
As for the types of goods and services exchanged in COME, the diversity 
was very high, compared than those in the formal market. Since COME advocated 
the idea of respecting all kinds of skills and talents, almost all kinds of goods and 
services, except illegal ones, can be exchanged in COME. From the advertisements 
in the COME newsletters, I discovered that many goods and services which were not 
supposed to be traded in the formal market can be found in COME. For instance, a 
member provided a service of being a listener and counselor to members. Another 
member posted an advertisement on the newsletters for offering a financial planning 
service to people. Also, originally, the work the housewives were not traded in the 
market, however, in COME, many housewives applied their skills and talents to earn 
Time Coupons. Many female members prepared food and drinks and sold them at 
the market events. Their cooking skills, which were always ignored in the formal 
market, could be exchanged and rewarded in economic terms in COME. Another 
example was a handicraft course offered by an 11 years old boy. Although it is 
illegal for a child under 16 to be paid for work, COME had provided an alternative for 
children to work and to get certain rewards. Taking the community currency as a 
unique form of economic rewards, even children could gain respects for their skills 
and talents. Children were not as dependent and non-productive as we supposed in 
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our everyday life. In COME, the talents of everybody can get an opportunity for 
exchange. 
On the other hand, instead of emphasizing formal qualification, the 
transactions in COME were often done successfully based on the judgment of one's 
actual ability. For instance, as one of my respondents claimed: 
“In the past, when I worked as private tutor, I realized that what the 
employers were concerned about when considering your application 
was how many "A"s you got in the public exam or which university 
you went to. However, when I had worked as a private tutor for a 
member's children, I found that less emphasis was put on your 
qualifications, but more on whether you can actually teach the children 
well.”（Mr. D) 
Hence, we can observe that COME imposes minimal restrictions on the 
control of exchange. People's own talents and skills can be realized and respected 
through doing transactions in COME 
b) High degree of autonomy for the participants 
The high degree of autonomy for COME participants can be seen in the 
processes of exchange and organization. Firstly, in the exchange process, COME 
enables its member to work and produce goods as they wished. COME was just 
providing some platforms to facilitate the smooth running of the transactions. For 
instance, the regular market events, the local shop, the advertisements in the 
newsletters and the hotline service were all simply facilitators for exchange. The 
members still held the autonomy in the decision-making process. They could have 
their own choices of what to produce, when to produce, how to produce and for whom 
to produce. 
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"Working in COME is very free and flexible. I can work whenever I 
like! I can offer whatever I am talented in! For instance, I enjoy 
cooking very much. I can teach other members how to cook. I can 
help COME to prepare refreshments for different events. I can set up 
a counter in the market event to sell snacks and drinks." (Ms. B) 
“COME gives me high autonomy. There are plenty of working 
opportunities. They are diversified in nature. One of my 
impressions of COME is 'whenever you are willing to work, you can 
have a chance to earn'. No one will force you and push you to work 
if you are unable or unwilling to do so. I can adjust the work by 
myself. For instance, if I have spent too much in the market event, I 
shall find some working opportunities to earn Time Coupons, such as 
working more hours in the Hotline Division and tending a stall in the 
market events. I can decide all the things for myself in COME." (Ms. 
C) 
Secondly, in the process of organizing, COME participants also enjoyed a 
high degree of autonomy. They can have many opportunities to participate in the 
whole development of COME. When I asked my respondents to compare their past 
experience of joining other types of community activities or volunteering services 
with COME, many of them answered that COME was a very different experience for 
them. They agreed that the common community activities did not grant them a high 
degree of autonomy in decision-making and organizing, usually they just 
implemented and executed the plans decided by the staff in the community centers. 
Also, as some of activities were ad hoc in nature，opportunities for long term 
development were absent. Nevertheless, in COME, they admitted that they could 
find autonomy in organizing and decision making. For example, in the Market 
Event Division, the committee members had to decide the whole series of events by 
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themselves, including the theme, the content and the use of resources. In the 
Promotion and Publishing Division, members had to plan the content of the newsletter 
and the arrangement of different sections of the newsletters by themselves. These 
indicate that COME provided high autonomy for its members in the process of 
organizing. Some of my respondents shared their feelings with me in the interviews: 
"Previously, I had joined some single parents' self-help groups and did 
volunteering work in the community center. In the self-help group, I 
seemed to be a recipient of social services rather than a provider. As 
for the volunteering work, usually the jobs were planned and assigned 
by social workers. So, my role was only to show up and to help in 
some tasks. But, in COME, I can experience more autonomy in 
coordinating different divisions and in having some influence during the 
decision-making process. It is really totally different." (Ms. I) 
"In the past, I participated in some community volunteering work. 
These events were usually project-based. When the events finished, 
everything finished. You cannot expect that you will have the 
opportunity to make your own plan because things were already over by 
the time you get your ideas in hand. Hence, I found that I am just very 
passive in organizing. The opposite is true in COME, I can have a lot 
of chances to make judgments and decisions as COME is a long term 
project. I can enjoy autonomy in developing a large project." (Ms. A) 
To summarize the discussion on the low degree of organizational 
regulation in COME, from the above evidence, we have learned that COME posed 
minimal organizational regulations on its members but instead granted members a 
high degree of autonomy in doing transactions and in the process of organizing. 
6.2.2 Group based belief system 
The second organizational characteristic which I am going to discuss is the 
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group based belief system. According to the previous research by Maton and Salem 
(1995), a group based belief system should be 1) growth inspiring with salient goals 
and clear means; 2) strength-based, in which all members have capability and are 
treated as resources. With a group based belief system, members will have 
motivation and capability to change and to achieve their goals. Again, this 
characteristics is very crucial for raising people's sense of competence and sense of 
mastery over life. 
a) Growth inspiring belief with salient goals and clear means 
COME tried to inspire its members to have personal growth. From my 
observation, COME had many passive members with very poor self-image and very 
low self-confidence. As many of them were the disadvantaged, they tended to have 
low self-esteem and failed to understand their strengths. For the social workers and 
the organizers, one of the major problems was how to initiate them to participate more 
in the production of goods and services and in the process of organizing. 
As a basic principle of doing exchange, COME tried to value all kinds of 
skills and talents. As mentioned before, almost every kind of goods and services can 
be exchanged in COME. The rationale behind this idea was to explore the potential 
of all members and to enable them to have the chance to excel in what they were 
talented in. Through exchanging their skills for those of others, people can keep 
their skills up as well. One of my respondents, who was a core organizer for COME, 
said that the organizers had tried hard to encourage members to develop and improve 
their skills. She claimed: 
"In fact, many members have their own special skills and talents. 
However, they often hesitate to show their strength to others. As an 
CHAPTER 6 The effect of COME in eiiipovvcring the poor 86 
organizer, I always need to encourage them and push them. I know a 
few female new arrivals in COME. Originally, they had very low 
self-esteem and failed to recognize their talents. After several times 
of encouragement, I invited them to prepare food for a function. 
They did it quite well. Also, after this experience, they thought they 
were more capable as they could prepare food for so many people. 
And, later, I observed that they were more active in participating in 
COME." (Ms. A) 
Also, the social workers told me that they would tend to invite inactive 
members to work for COME when they needed to hire some people for daily 
operations of the project such as stall keeping, reception and portage. It was hoped 
that through these works, inactive members would understand more about their 
potential, thus becoming more willing to share their talents and skills with others. 
From the passive participation to the active one, COME demonstrated its emphasis in 
stimulating members' motivation for personal growth. 
COME provided a lot of opportunities to improve its members' organizational 
skills. The participation in various functional divisions was actually a very good 
platform for people to improve themselves in many different aspects such as 
communication skills and presentation skills. People were free to join almost every 
division. The ease of entry to different functional divisions provided a good means 
for members to achieve personal growth. 
b) Strength-based belief in members' capability 
Common social services for the disadvantaged focuses on what the 
participants can get from the service providers to help the participants to cope with 
their particular difficulties. This often assumes that the disadvantaged are weaker in 
when compared to the services providers, such as social workers and volunteers. 
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The power relationship between them is asymmetrical. The story is always the 
stronger helping the weaker. Surely, the common social services do not suggest that 
their clients are useless persons. Nonetheless, it still implies that service providers 
and service recipients are unequal in terms of capability. 
However, in COME, the delineation between the weaker and the stronger 
was not actually so clear-cut. From observing the participants, I discovered that the 
concept of equality among different people was very obvious and clear. The 
ideology in COME was that “everybody has his or her own of skills of talents which 
should be valued and respected，,. It suggested that skills should not be ranked into a 
hierarchy, but should be seen simply as one being different from another. It is 
argued that modern society ranked skills and talents in terms of market values. A 
person's capability was often based on the market value but not the use value. If a 
person owns a skill which has high value in the market, he is a capable person. But, 
if a person's skill is no longer in demand in the market, he has no capability at all. 
COME, therefore, tried to challenge this common belief in Hong Kong society. 
When I first visited COME in the end of 2003, I attended the briefing session 
for new members. In fact, all the people who were interested in COME had to attend 
the briefing session before they can join the project. Therefore, the briefing session 
served as a good platform for ideology diffusion. At the very beginning, the social 
worker stated that COME was not a charity project but an exchange system for people. 
She explained that everybody has their own talents which can be exchanged among 
the people. Throughout the whole session, the social worker continuously put heavy 
emphasis on the recognition of all kinds of skills and talents in COME. This 
indicated that COME had a strong belief that its members had their own strengths and 
capabilities which can be offered for exchange. It tried to encourage members to 
become more confident about their skills and talents through various means such as 
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employing them to work in diversified tasks for COME's events and functions and 
matching their skills with the demand. All these made the participants felt that they 
were capable people whose skills were in demand. One of my respondents 
commented that: 
"I have been unemployed for many years. It seemed that I was a 
useless person in the society because I didn't have a job in the market. 
It was just as if I don't have any capabilities at all. However, after 
joining COME, I realized that my skills are not just limited to the 
previous job. Even if I help somebody to delivery electrical 
appliances and television sets that can be seen as a skill. I also 
understand that everybody has their own skills and talents regardless 
of their employment status." (Mr. J) 
Also, the freedom to participate in different divisions implied that COME 
valued the capabilities of members. It never excluded anybody who was interested 
in the various divisions as it believed that all people can make their contribution to 
COME. This shows that COME had a belief in the strength of its members. 
COME core members also play key roles in motivating members to 
participate. My respondent, Ms. A, who was a very active member in COME, told 
me her experience of motivating some inactive members to participate in the activities 
in order to help them to realize their strengths: 
"As an organizer, I discovered that many members have their own 
capabilities. However, at the very beginning many of them are 
usually quite shy to participate. Therefore, I have to motivate them to 
join different activities. From my experience, new arrivals usually 
have low self-esteem. One of the female new arrivals, Mandy, was 
very shy at the beginning. But after she held a food stall in the 
market events for a few times, she gained confidence in herself and 
started to make friends with other members. She now even forgets 
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she is a new arrival." (Ms. A) 
So, with the open opportunities for participation and organizers' 
encouragement, COME members were able to understand their strengths and 
capabilities. 
6.2.3 Multiple opportunity role structure 
The third organizational characteristic of an empowering mechanism is the 
multiple opportunity structure. This is a pervasive structure with many roles at 
multiple levels which requires varying levels of skill. The multiple opportunity roles 
enable members to take roles based on skills and interests and enable them to develop 
their skills. A multiple opportunity structure is useful to empower people by helping 
members to achieve primary personal goals in an active, participatory and 
skill-building fashion. This characteristic contributes to the aspect of skill 
development in interactional empowerment. With diversified and opened role 
structure, people can have opportunities to experience different aspects of community 
organizing and to develop different kinds of skills. In the coming paragraphs, I am 
going to analyze the opportunity role structure of COME. 
a) A pervasive structure with multiple roles at different levels 
COME had offered a lot of opportunities for its members to participate in 
the project. These opportunities were quite diverse. Some of them involved more 
conceptual issues, while the others involved more operative tasks. In the 
organization chart of COME, we can observe that the natures of different functional 
divisions were quite differentiated. For example, the Management Committee 
focused on the long-term development of COME which required members having 
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insight and vision. The Hotline Division involved a lot of negotiation and 
communication with the members. This required strong communication skills and 
interpersonal skills. The COME Cooperative was responsible for the daily collection 
and distribution of resources. The tasks in the Cooperative were more routine and 
tedious. The Promotion and Publication Division involved the planning of the 
regular newsletter which meant the tasks required high sensitivity to words, and some 
creativity. All these tasks were very different in nature. They had to be done by 
different people with different talents. 
Besides joining the various functional divisions, the members of COME can 
find a lot of opportunities to participate in the process of organizing at different levels. 
There were plenty of roles for members to take up in the process of organizing. For 
instance, instead of joining the Market Organizing Division, members could choose to 
handle some routine tasks on the day of the markets events, such as food preparation, 
portage and cleaning. Also, instead of joining the Promotion and Publishing 
Division, one could choose to participate by submitting a piece of writing for 
publication in the newsletters. Hence, we can observe that COME had provided a 
pervasive structure with many roles at multiple levels. 
The objective of COME was to give members opportunities to utilize their 
talents and to uncover their potentials. There was a mechanism of co-operation and 
specialization in order to accomplish the tasks, based on mutual understanding among 
the members. For instance, there was an ambassador in each market event to assist 
in answering the enquiries of visitors and members and to maintain order in the venue. 
The committee members of the Management Committee were supposed to take turns 
to be the ambassador. However, this task indeed required sophisticated social skills 
and a deep understanding of the project. The fact was not every member was 
suitable for this job. So, during the discussion, they agreed that those who were not 
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willing to take up this role could choose another task instead. For instance, one of 
my respondents, Ms. E said she was not good at communicating with strangers. She 
tried to be the ambassador once but she thought that it was not suitable for her. So, 
based on mutual understanding, she chose to help in collecting entrance fees from the 
members. As she was a methodical person, she handled the job well. This example 
has shown us that COME tried to fit members into the tasks which they were good at, 
given there were a lot of different tasks for different talents. It provided plenty of 
opportunities for its members to apply their skills and talents and to further strengthen 
them. 
b) A highly accessible structure with different opportunities for skill development 
The opportunity structure of COME was highly accessible. Members were 
free to choose which roles they would like to take up based on their skills and 
personal interests. COME provided many channels for members to get access to the 
organizational structure. Actually, they imposed no selection criteria for recruiting 
members to join the functional divisions. Conversely, it was the members to choose 
how they would like to participate in the project. For instance, all the members of 
COME could join the meetings of different functional divisions. And, they could 
indicate which divisions they wish to participate in, depending on their skills and 
personal interests. Besides, for the operative tasks, there was a registration system 
to record which members were willing to take up what kinds of tasks. They could 
just simply call COME and tell what kinds of task they could undertake. The staff 
would then allocate the tasks according to their preferences. 
The implication of participating in COME's organizational structure is that 
one would develop one's skills. Indeed, COME acted as a platform for people to 
learn various skills. Each task had its own specialty. Hence, through participating 
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in different divisions of COME, one could learn different types of skills since each 
division required different kinds of competence. One of my respondents commented 
on her participation in COME's divisions as follows: 
“I have joined two divisions so far, the Hotline Division and the 
Collective Purchase Division (now was integrated to the Resource 
Development Division). My impression is that the two divisions are 
very different in nature. I could have the opportunities to learn and 
develop different types of skills through the participation. For the 
Hotline Division, I could enrich my communication skills. I always 
think that it is an excellent opportunity to train one's communication 
skills. Also, I learnt how to deliver my concerns to other members. 
For the Collective Purchase Division, I have learned how to negotiate 
with the suppliers and co-ordinate the distribution of goods to the 
members. These skills are actually quite different ” (Ms. F) 
To make a little conclusion, we can discover that COME had a pervasive 
structure with many roles at multiple levels. In addition, the structure was a highly 
accessible one with different opportunities for skill development. 
6.2.4 Peer based support system 
The forth organizational characteristic of an empowering mechanism is a 
peer-based support system. This support system must be able to provide 
encompassing support in multiple domains. It should be peer-based which enables 
members both to give and to receive support and eventually develop a sense of 
community. This characteristic is crucial for an empowering mechanism as it helps 
the powerless people to face the inevitable difficulties intrinsic to the process of 
empowerment. COME, as a mutual-help community exchange system, also 
possessed a peer based support system. I am going to review this in the coming 
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paragraphs. 
a) Encompassing supports in multiple domains 
Community organizations of all kinds should have the functions of 
providing social support among the participants. Surely, emotional bonding between 
people can always be developed through various community activities. However, 
because of the homogeneity of the participants in traditional social services, the 
support is quite limited in terms of diversity. For instance, in a self-help group of 
new arrivals, the support they can get from others is usually quite similar since they 
have similar backgrounds and knowledge. The support may not be encompassing 
enough to help the participants to overcome various difficulties. Conversely, 
because COME had diversified membership, the supports between the people were 
more encompassing, compared to those between the people with similar backgrounds. 
Indeed, the diversified supports were regarded as a special characteristic of an 
empowering organization. 
Although COME was an economic exchange system, it contained its 
humanistic and social elements. Instead of being as calculative as a formal market is, 
I can observe that COME had established a mutual support system among its 
members. Through the mutual exchange among members, they developed 
friendship with each other. The specialty of the mutual support in COME was its 
diversification of the type of supports. Being so different from the traditional social 
services, COME had gathered a group of members from all walks of life. Instead of 
just providing homogenous support, because of the diversity in skills and mind sets, 
COME members were able to generate many kinds of support to the others when 
problems came out: 
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“Previously, I joined a self-help group organized by divorced women. 
This self-help group can provide me with some good friends to share my 
own feelings. However, the friendship developed in COME is a bit 
different. In this scheme, we can meet people with different class 
backgrounds. For instance, we make friends with university students 
and professors. This kind of network provides me with different 
information and resources. We can seek help and advice from different 
people." (Ms. B) 
In general, the support in COME can be classified into two kinds: 
instrumental support and emotional support. Since the members of COME had 
diversified skills and talents, they were often able to give support to their peers to 
overcome some material difficulties. For instance, a single parent told me that she 
had got some material support from other members: 
"When I moved to my new flat, I had to relocate the electrical sockets 
in my house. However, it was quite expensive to find a technical to 
do this. One of the COME members eventually helped me to do it. 
It was much cheaper. On the other hand, I have some problems with 
my backbones. I cannot afford finding a physician to have treatment. 
Also, I do not know whether the physicians outside are very 
profit-oriented. But in COME, I know a Chinese medical practitioner. 
She offers me a cheap price in Time Dollars for consultation." (Ms H) 
Besides, as I observed, COME members would help each other to get 
the daily necessities. For instance, the COME Cooperative would distribute the food 
donated by some bakeries and hotels. Some members who lived far away from 
Wanchai would find it inconvenient to go to the center to exchange their time coupons 
for food. Usually, those who would visit the center more frequently would get the 
food for those who lived far away. 
The second kind of support was emotional support. As I have mentioned 
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before, COME had quite a lot of disadvantaged people such as the unemployed, the 
single-parents and the new arrivals. So, they suffered from a lot of stress. In 
COME, the social relationships could provide some degree of emotional support to 
the members. A social worker told me the story of a female new arrival member. 
She faced a lot of discrimination outside because she could not speak native 
Cantonese. However, in COME, she found that the members would not discriminate 
against her as a new arrival. Conversely, they were very willing to co-operate with 
her in organizing activities and events. This was a piece of evidence showing how 
emotional support can be found among COME members. 
b) Peer based system of reciprocal supports 
As COME greatly emphasized, the interactions among the members was not 
a uni-dimensional ones, but a reciprocal ones. All members were different but equal 
as they have their own skills and talents. Hence, it was not the strong helping the 
weak. It was a kind of reciprocity and mutual help. In COME, none of the 
members were solely the givers and none of them were solely the takers. In the 
process of participation, they had to support each other while they were supported by 
the others. 
The project of COME also offered many opportunities to help its members 
to build up the reciprocal support networks. Firstly, through the transactions among 
members, either in daily exchange or in the market events, people could have the 
chance to meet new friends. Secondly, COME organized some regular social 
gatherings for its people which facilitated the generation of new social ties. For 
instance, during each market event, tea gatherings and some games would be arranged 
to foster interaction among members. Also, some parties would be arranged during 
some special festivals such as the mid-autumn festival and Christmas. Thirdly and 
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most importantly, the opportunity which members could participate in the subgroups 
would be a means to bridge the gap between members. Though co-operation in 
organizing various activities and events, people could get to know each other well and 
this process of organizing may stimulate the intensity of interaction among the people. 
During the interviews with social workers and some members of COME, 
they admitted that both doing exchanges and participating in organizing could have a 
positive impact on stimulating mutual help among the members in the future. 
However, they told me that participation in the functional divisions was more 
effective in generating peer relationships between different members. Although 
doing exchange could also contain the possibility for the development of peer 
relationships, they argued that the participation in various divisions was more 
powerful in this aspect. It was because the participation in functional divisions 
involved a lot of communication and co-operation between people. Thus, the 
supportive networks would be easier to build up. For instance, Ms. F worked in the 
Hotline Division. She cooperated with different members to operate the hotline. 
Later, a teenaged girl joined the division. Because Ms. F was experienced in 
operating the hotline, she was responsible for training the girl to handle the work of 
the hotline. She then built up a friendship with her. After that, she discovered that 
this girl spoke excellent Mandarin. She eventually invited the girl to teach her 
Mandarin. Hence, we can see how reciprocal support was possible in COME. 
With a peer-based support system, people can overcome some of the 
problems and difficulties encountered in the process of gaining power for themselves. 
This kind of support system would also provide strong emotional support to the 
people which would alleviate the stress faced by the people in the process of 
empowerment. 
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6.2.5 Shared leadership with commitment 
The last organizational characteristic of an empowering mechanism was the 
shared leadership with commitment. For shared leadership with commitment, it 
means the leadership of the organization should not just rely on a single person. 
Also, the leaders with commitment should concern members' growth and encourage 
participation. It is believed that shared leadership with commitment has the potential 
to contribute to members' adoption of and commitment to the belief system, their 
level of learning and mastery, and their sense of support and community. I am going 
to review the leadership of COME in the following parts. 
a) Shared leadership with multiple leaders 
Certainly, the leadership in COME did not rely on a single person. As the 
operation of COME was specialized into different functional divisions, each division 
should have their own types of leaders rather than having a single leader to lead the 
whole project. For instance, the Hotline Division should have a leader with 
excellent communication skill and interpersonal skill because it had to deal with 
people directly. The Management Committee should have a leader with insight 
because its work concerned the development of long term strategies COME. COME 
Cooperative may require a leader with excellent organizational skill as it involved the 
daily collection and distribution of goods. 
Indeed, COME provided many opportunities for members to 
participate in different functional divisions. All the members could freely join the 
divisions if they were interested in anyone of them. Hence, there were plenty of 
opportunities for COME members to cultivate their talent for leadership. For 
instance, Ms. F, who could be called the leader for the Hotline Division, had 
developed her leadership skill through organizing the hotline for COME. Her skills 
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were perfectly matched with the requirements of the Hotline Division, such as 
excellent interpersonal skills and database management skills. Through her 
participation, she established a database to record the skills and the demands of each 
member in order to facilitate future matching for exchange. These efforts made her 
become keen and outstanding in the Hotline Division. She therefore, was recognized 
as the leader of the division by COME members. 
Another example was Ms. B. She was a middle-aged woman who could 
cook very well. She had been a member of the Market Organizing Division and the 
Management Committee for over three years. When COME organized various 
social gatherings and events, she was responsible for the planning of food preparation. 
Each time, she would plan the budgets, decide the dishes and recruit members to help 
in the preparation. As time passed, she became very sophisticated in leading others 
in doing the tasks. This example shows us how COME provides members with 
opportunities for shared leadership. 
b) Committed leadership with concern for members，growth and encouragement of 
participation 
Generally, the leaders in COME were usually very committed to the whole 
project. Besides playing their roles in leading different functional units, they had a 
strong sense of commitment to the project and to all members. Firstly, they were 
concerned with the members' current situation. They would try to think about 
various ways to stimulate member's personal growth. For example, Ms. A, being 
one of the active leader in COME, always showed her concern about different 
members. As I observed, she had built up many social ties with different members. 
She was quite eager to chat with different members and to show her concern for them. 
She told me that she felt that she had the responsibility to help the participants to 
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explore their potential and to encourage them to show their potential to the others in 
COME: 
"Being the organizers, we really have to actively motivate other 
members to join the activities. For instance, many female new 
arrivals suffer from lack of social support and low self-esteem. At 
the very beginning, they keep very silent in all the events and activities, 
as they may think that they are outsiders to the COME members. I 
started to chat with some of them and found out that one had some 
health problems. So, I advised her to consult one of our members 
who was a Chinese medical practitioner. Also, I tried to encourage 
her to help in food preparation and stall keeping in some activities. 
Now, she is more willing to join the activities and becomes more 
motivated to chat with others." (Ms. A) 
Also, from my observation, I found that the committee members of the 
functional divisions were quite active in communicating with other members. So, 
they were often able to establish good rapport with the members. This would make 
that mobilization for participation easier. For example, in the preparation of the 
community shop of COME, many human resources were urgently needed in many 
tasks such as interior renovation, portage of furniture and preparation for the opening 
ceremony. During this period, the leaders in COME were very crucial as they could 
encourage other members to help in the process in order to complete the whole job. 
Indeed, during the discussion of the establishment of COME Cooperative 
since the beginning of 2004, I have learned that a few committed leaders were very 
important to motivate members' participation. Before the existence of COME 
Cooperative, it was the Sandwich division to handle the daily collection and 
distribution of food and necessities. COME paid each member Time Coupons for 
handling these duties. However, when shifted to the cooperative, it would become 
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relatively more independent than before. Each committee member had to put certain 
amount of Time Coupons and Cash into the cooperative in order to be one of the 
"shareholders". This change was very new for them. In the past, they just received 
wages from COME, now, they had to invest and were uncertain towards the outcomes. 
It was very difficult to convince members to join the cooperative at the beginning. 
My respondent, Ms. B, told me she had to explain her thought to others in order to 
motivate them to try the new ideas of holding a cooperative. She tried to tell them 
about the past success of the Sandwich Division and the strong emotional ties with 
other members. Also, she explained to them that their services were really so 
important to COME members. Because many of them needed the resources, their 
lives would become harder if nobody handled the resources for them. Thank to the 
efforts of some leaders and some staff, there were 11 members to be the shareholders 
of COME Cooperative. This is also an example showing how the committed leaders 
in COME tried to mobilize people to participate in the project. 
This chapter has discussed the empowerment outcomes of COME's 
participants. I have outlined the success of the project and tried to explain its 
success with its organizational characteristics. In fact each organizational 
characteristic can have its unique contribution on the achievement of empowerment at 
the individual level. 
Firstly, with the low level of organizational regulation, COME members had 
experienced high level autonomy. This would strengthen their sense of self-control 
and self-competence. 
Secondly, a belief system of growth-inspiring and strength-based in COME 
can provide opportunities for members' growth and change as well as providing goals 
and norms that are capable of motivating, guiding and sustaining members' efforts to 
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change and to achieve their primary life goals. This would boost their 
self-confidence and perceived competence, which are the important elements of 
intrapersonal component of psychological empowerment. 
Thirdly, a pervasive, accessible, and multifunctional opportunity role 
structure has the potential to facilitate constant, graduated exposure to the learning 
and mastery experiences necessary for development of those skills and resources 
linked to primary goal achievement. The multiple opportunity role structure of 
COME granted its members full of opportunities to acquire new skills. It would help 
members achieve primary personal goals in an active, participatory, skill-building 
fashion. 
Forthly, a viable support system in COME can contribute to empowerment 
in two different ways (Maton and Salem 1995). First, the powerless people in 
society need support to deal with current disempowering conditions in their lives. 
Second, the process of enhancing control over one's life and of achieving life goals 
may entail substantial challenge and stress for which support is needed. Hence, an 
all encompassing, peer-based support system that creates a viable sense of community 
has the potential to contribute to the empowerment of powerless people as it helps 
them to face the inevitable difficulties intrinsic to the process of empowerment. 
Fifthly, inspirational, talented, shared and committed leadership has the 
potential to contribute to members' adoption of and commitment to the belief system, 
their level of learning and mastery, and their sense of being supported and their sense 
of community. Such leadership also helps to generate needed organizational 
resources, maintain stability within the organization, and respond to changing 
environmental conditions thus allowing the community setting to remain an effective 
and viable organizational entity over time. 
However, as mentioned before, in terms of the three components of 
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psychological empowerment, COME also had its own deficiencies in the process of 
empowering the poor. Very often, these constraints occurred because the project had 
overlooked some important characteristics of the poor population who were the 
subject for the whole empowerment mechanism. In the coming chapter, I would try 
to focus on the constraints faced by COME in empowering the poor people. 
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CHAPTER 7 The constraints of COME in empowering the poor 
From the previous chapter, I have outlined the empowerment outcomes of 
COME participants and have analyzed the success with the five organizational 
characteristics of an empowering mechanism. However, these characteristics are 
said to be too general for explaining the whole picture. COME in fact had its 
constraints in generating empowerment outcomes for its participants. In my opinion, 
these constraints exist because the design of COME did not focus on the unique 
characteristics of its participants, namely, the urban poor. As mentioned before, 
there is no universal way of empowerment. Different empowering mechanisms have 
to find their own ways to empower their subjects, according to their group 
characteristics. Therefore, in this section, I would like to pinpoint the major 
constraints faced by COME in generating empowerment for its participants. These 
findings are not just revealing the inadequacies of COME, but can serve as an 
important reference to other empowerment mechanisms which focus on the poor 
population. Hopefully, my findings can provide some valuable ideas to the 
community organizers when they design their empowerment mechanisms in the 
future. 
7.1 The constraint on raising the critical awareness of the participants 
Interactional empowerment contains the item of raising the critical 
awareness of the participants concerning socio-political issues. However, it is often 
too ideal to assume that the ideologies and the critical awareness can be transmitted so 
successfully to the participants. From my fieldwork experience, I observed the level 
of critical awareness varied among different participants. The effectiveness of 
ideology transmission was quite dependent on two factors: the educational level of the 
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participants and their frequency of participation in COME. 
Firstly, I found that the members with higher level of educational attainment 
would usually show more concerns on the key cultural values and ideas of COME. 
For instance, members with university education were more often to put the ideas of 
fair exchange and resistance of monopoly during the discussion of the vision and 
mission of COME. During the meeting, it was easy to discover that different people 
would have different concerns. For the members with economic difficulties such as 
new arrivals and middle-aged unemployees who were mainly those with lower 
educational attainment, they had shown great concerns of bringing more material 
resources to the project. However, those who were having higher educational level 
such as students, scholars and social workers were often able to pinpoint the 
importance of upholding the core values of fairness in exchange during the discussion. 
Actually, only 10 per cent of the COME members had college education or above. 
The majority of the members were still not very well educated. During the sharing 
session with the social workers, they admitted that because many of the members 
were not very capable of seeing what happened in the society and analyze the reasons 
for the inequality and urban poverty in a macro way. At the beginning of the project, 
the social workers and scholars had tried so hard to explain the nature of community 
economy and the causes for its emergence. Various ways such as seminars and 
newsletter were used to transmit the ideas to them. The staff told me that the fact 
was that the majority members did not have good ability to understand abstract 
concepts of ideas. Many of them even had no ideas about the terms of community 
economic development and monopoly. So it was not an easy task to raise the critical 
awareness of the members easily in COME. One of the staff I interviewed told me 
that it was not so easy to promote the ideology to the committee members. 
According to her understanding, many of them just knew how to say what a good idea 
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it was to rebuild the community economy and to preserve the habitat for small 
business in the community. However, they were not so aware as to how to make it 
come about in practice. She told me an example: 
“In the mid-autumn celebration, they made moon cakes by themselves. 
Suddenly, they realized that the ingredients were not enough for making the 
foods. So, they had to go out to buy more. A member immediately 
proposed buying them from the supermarkets. So, I asked her why she did 
not go to our local shop members. She told me that the supermarkets were 
more convenient. In this case, I had to emphasize our ideology again in 
order to let them understand it thoroughly. You see, ideology diffusion 
needs a lot of patience and time. You have to repeat and repeat many 
times." (Staff, Ms. N) 
We can expect that the more frequently a member joined the activities, the 
easier for him to develop higher critical awareness. Therefore, we can see that 
participation was also quite important for ideology diffusion. Those who could have 
higher critical awareness of the society were usually the people who actively involved 
in the project as they would normally have more opportunities to understand those 
abstract ideas. To be honest, the social workers also agreed that the ideology 
transmission was restricted to some core members only, namely those who were 
actively involved in the functional divisions, because they absorbed the ideas and 
concepts through their day-to-day operations and regular meetings. Hence, we have 
to bear in mind that the development of critical awareness among the members was 
uneven, and may depend on how actively they were involved in the whole project. 
As the social workers maintained, it was very hard to arouse the critical 
awareness of the members as the content was quite abstract for them. Although the 
social workers tried to diffuse the messages to them through various channels such as 
the feature articles in the regular newsletters, the seminars and the small exhibitions in 
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market events, they admitted that the diffusion of the ideologies was still not very 
effective. They discovered that the best way to deliver the ideologies to the 
participants was to operationalize the content into some practices: 
“Ideology diffusion is a very long term task. For instance, one of the 
goals of COME is to rebuild the community economy by encouraging 
production and consumption within the local community. No matter 
how many times you talk about it, members still cannot grasp the ideas 
concretely and be alert to the relevant issues. The only way is to 
make ideas into practices. Bulk purchase is usually an effective way 
to practice the consumption within a community. At the same time, it 
can offer cheap prices to compete with the supermarkets. That is the 
reason why we organize bulk purchase in the COME Cooperative." 
(Staff, Ms. L) 
From the above, we can understand that raising the critical awareness of 
members as an empowering mechanism is not easy. It may just be limited to some 
active members and those who had higher educational level. Also, the process can 
take a very long time. 
7.2 The constraint on the development of diversified skills 
As discussed in Chapter 6, COME had a multiple opportunity role 
structure for members' skill development. Indeed, COME provided a lot of 
opportunities to encourage participation in different aspects. They could take up 
different roles according to their talents and interests. For instance, they could join 
various functional divisions in order to participate in the planning and development of 
the whole project. They could help in some tasks in different events in order to earn 
Time Coupons. These opportunities were believed to be important in the aspect of 
skill development which is the interactional component of psychological 
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empowerment. From the data analysis, I found that COME members were able to 
discover their potential and to further improve their competitive edge. Without a 
doubt, these examples show us COME members got skill enrichment through their 
participation. They often concentrated on what they were good at and further 
developed their skills. 
Nonetheless, according to the interactional component of psychological 
empowerment, I would argue that members often over-specialized in what they were 
good at. That is, the specialization in COME was too rigid. For instance, it was 
said that Ms. A had the potential to be a good presenter in front of many people. So, 
COME gave her a lot of opportunities for her to develop her talents. As time passed, 
her role was taken-for-granted. Another example is Ms. B. All the committee 
members observed that she had a talent for cooking delicious food. So, COME gave 
her the chance to handle the job of food preparation in many functions and events. 
She then became the "Chef for COME. These are all examples showing the rigidity 
of specialization in COME. The good side of the phenomenon was that people can 
develop their strengths intensively, while the bad side was that the people would 
gradually lose the opportunity to develop diversified skills. In fact, to truly empower 
the individuals, it would be better if the people can develop diversified skills. 
COME seemed to be not very successful in encouraging enrichment in diverse skills. 
If we look at the characteristics of COME members, we can discover that 
COME members who were often confined in one or two industries throughout their 
own lives. Thank to the rapid industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s, Hong Kong 
had created a lot of manual workers in various industries, such as garment, electronics, 
construction and jewelry production. Given the lack of educational opportunities for 
the majority teenagers at that period, many of the workers spent their whole work 
lives in a single industry to receive training for a single skill and technique. 
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Nowadays, after the contraction of the manufacturing sectors, those manual workers 
become unemployed and suffer from poverty. Therefore, it is not surprised that 
those urban poor are actually very limited in the scope of skills. 
Almost all the female interviewees were factory workers. Some of them 
worked in garment, while others worked in electronic industries. For the male 
members whom I met during my fieldwork, many of them were manual workers in 
manufacturing and construction industries. Their skills were quite limited in terms 
of its scope. Hence, I discovered that they were unable to offer diversified skills for 
exchange in COME. For example, Mr. J and Mr. K who were middle-aged 
unemployees mainly specialized in helping the members to move large size furniture 
and electrical appliances for the purpose of earning Time Coupons, while Ms. B who 
was a housewife always earned the coupons by preparing meals for the others. As 
time passed, because they were often specialized in what they are good at, this would 
eventually hinder their opportunities for skill development. 
To summarize, instead of saying COME can empower the majority 
members in terms of skill development, COME was actually provided a platform for 
the people to utilize what they were already specialized in for many years. Surely, 
still, the participants could gain increase in self-esteem and self-confidence which are 
the essentials items of intrapersonal component of empowerment through the process 
of doing exchange in COME. Nonetheless, without a doubt, referring back the 
concept of psychological empowerment, COME encountered the constraint in 
fostering skill development of the members. 
7.3 The constraint on encouraging organizational participation 
The behavioral component of psychological empowerment emphasizes the 
CHAPTER 7 The constraints of COME in empowering the poor 109 
importance of the individual's organizational participation and community 
involvement. It is the actual action people take when they attempt to gain power and 
control for themselves that is crucial. In the previous sections on behavioral 
empowerment, I have mentioned that there were some members who were really 
committed to COME and were willing to devote time and effort to the development of 
the project. However, COME also faced some difficulties in mobilizing members to 
engage in organizational participation of the project. Certainly, I observed that most 
of the members were very willing to help in organizing different kinds of activities 
and events. Most of the participations were event-based. There were a lot of 
members willing to help in setting up the venue, preparing the food and keeping the 
stalls. But, there were comparatively few members who were really willing to take 
up the roles of organizers for the project. 
Throughout my participation in the project, I discovered that COME 
members in generally were quite resistant to engage in abstract discussion and 
long-term planning. Most of them preferred some ad hoc and operational tasks. 
They may have found that the working in different functional divisions, especially the 
Management Committee, was quite difficult for them to handle. As the staff of 
COME told me: 
“Actually, I found that members were very willing to participate in 
the implementation of the whole project. However, when the whole 
work is broken into different small tasks and members are free to 
choose what to do, they would tend to choose some operative tasks 
instead of planning a whole event. We can take the regular market 
event as an example: every time there are so many members call me 
for registration of helpers. Sometimes, there are quite a lot of 
people to registered, so that they have to queue for a few months in 
order to get a vacancy. But, on the other hand, it is often so 
difficult to invite members to join the market event division which 
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involves more planning and discussion." (Ms. M, staff) 
“Members in general are not very active to get involved in the whole 
process of organization. But it doesn't mean that they are not 
willing to contribute to the project. The fact is that they require 
detailed and clear instruction from the staff in order to complete a 
task ” (Ms. L) 
I had also encountered what Ms. M said when I was doing my fieldwork in 
COME. I had tried to invite some members to join the Market Organizing Division, 
they said they were willing to help anytime when we needed, but refused to engage in 
the process of organizing. They explained that they were not capable of organizing 
the whole event. Another example is Ms. C. She had been a member of the 
Management Committee for two years. After that, she quit it and joined the Hotline 
Division. She told me that she thought operational tasks were more suitable for her. 
The constraint in encouraging the organizational participation may also 
relate to the characteristics of the COME members. I would argue that the lack of 
organizational participation experience of the member was the key factor affecting 
their motivation to involve in the process of organizing of COME. Surely, many of 
my members were frequent users of community services and social services. 
However, most of them just took up the role of service recipients, not active 
organizers. For instance, many single-parent members in COME only had the 
experience of joining some counseling groups offer by the social service organizations. 
In those cases, they were merely the consumers of the services. By nature, COME 
was a self-help community project which was different from the traditional social 
services. It involved a lot of active participation of the members. In reality, the 
fact was COME members were not familiar with the organization of community 
activities. Because of the lack of organizational participation in the past, some of the 
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COME members might have hesitation in taking up the roles as organizers. 
To sum up, the organizational participation of COME members still 
concentrated in the operative level. Surely, the operative level could serve as an 
elementary form of organizational participation, but things should not stop here. In 
the long run, empowerment can be seen as a continuous process which needs to be 
actualized through long-term organizational development. Hence, to achieve 
empowerment at individual level, it is the big questions to organizers to boost the 
organizational participation. 
So far, we have discussed the three major constraints and limitations faced 
by COME in encouraging empowerment at the individual level with the analysis of 
the characteristics of the members. In fact, the achievement of empowerment at the 
individual level is highly dependent on the group characteristics of the subjects of 
empowerment. Although all the three components of psychological empowerment 
are equally important at the theoretical level, in reality, it is often an ideal state that all 
people can achieve all the three components successfully. Different groups of people 
have their own characteristics which would affect the achievement of empowerment 
in different aspects. Indeed, their unique characteristics would reveal some of the 
constraints which hinder the success of empowerment. Taking the urban poor as an 
example, we have learned that the educational attainment, work history and past 
experience of community participation would in turn affect their process of 
empowerment. Firstly, the low educational attainment of the poor population would 
affect their ability to develop critical awareness of the society. Secondly, because of 
their simple work history, they tended to focus on what they were good at instead of 
cultivating new skills during the participation in COME. Thirdly, as they were used 
to be service recipients in their past experience community participation, COME 
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encountered difficulties in mobilizing them to have organizational participation. 
Therefore, as I have mentioned many times in the previous sections, the mode of an 
empowering mechanism is highly dependent on the characteristics of its subjects. 
Only by realizing the uniqueness of the subject, an effective path of empowerment 
can be structured. Conversely, failure to recognize the characteristics of its subjects 
would cause some obstacles in the process of empowerment. In my case, COME's 
constraints in empowering the poor were often because of its ignorance of its 
members characteristics. In the coming chapter, I am going to make some 
suggestions to overcome the above constraints. Hopefully, my ideas would be 
fruitful to the future empowering mechanisms for the poor population. 
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CHAPTER 8 Conclusion 
8.1 Summary of findings 
Taking the first community currency project in Hong Kong as an 
empowering mechanism, this research has critically assessed its effectiveness in 
generating empowerment outcomes at the individual level for the participants. The 
study reveals both the success and deficiency of COME of being an empowering 
mechanism for the poor. To summarize, COME was actually quite successful in 
empowering the poor in terms of intrapersonal component (self-competence and 
perceived control over lives). However, for the other two components, namely, 
interactional component and behavioral components, COME had faced some 
constraints. 
For the success of COME in the empowerment process, I have put effort to 
analyze important organizational characteristics of COME that enable it to become an 
empowering mechanism. In fact, previous research has suggested some crucial 
characteristics for an empowering mechanism: 1) Low degree of organizational 
regulation; 2) A group based belief system; 3) A multiple opportunity role structure; 4) 
A peer based support system; and 5) Shared leadership with commitment. In this 
exploratory study, I have found that COME possessed all these important 
characteristics. With these organizational characteristics, the participants in COME 
were empowered to a certain extent in terms of the three components of psychological 
empowerment: the intrapersonal component, the interactional component and the 
behavioral component. 
Firstly, with the low level of organizational regulation, COME members had 
experienced high level autonomy. This would strengthen their sense of self-control 
and self-competence. Secondly，a belief system of growth-inspiring and 
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strength-based in COME can provide opportunities for members' growth and change. 
This would boost their self-confidence and perceived competence. Thirdly, the 
multiple opportunity role structure of COME granted its members full of 
opportunities to acquire new skills and helped members to achieve primary personal 
goals in an active, participatory, skill-building fashion. Fourthly, an encompassing, 
peer-based support system that creates a viable sense of community has the potential 
to contribute to the empowerment of powerless people as it helps them face the 
inevitable difficulties intrinsic to the process of empowerment. Fifthly, inspirational, 
talented, shared and committed leadership has the potential to contribute to members' 
adoption of and commitment to the belief system, their level of learning and mastery, 
and their sense of being supported and their sense of community. 
However, as shown in this study, in reality, even though an empowering 
organization possesses all the five key organizational characteristics, it never implies 
that people can achieve empowerment at the individual level. As mentioned in the 
previous chapters, there is no single mode of empowering mechanism. Different 
subjects need different kinds of empowering mechanism. So, the most important 
message that my study has brought out is to pinpoint the importance of contextual 
understandings of the characteristics of the subjects. In this study, we can see that 
the constraints on empowering the poor were: 1) the constraint in raising the critical 
awareness of the participants; 2) the constraint of diversified skill development and; 3) 
the constraint in encouraging organizational participation. These constraints have 
actually reflected some of the common characteristics of the group of poor people in 
Hong Kong such as low educational attainment, limited scope of skills and habitual 
passivity in community organizing. Indeed, by revealing these constraints, we can 
gain deeper understandings of the group of poor. In return, this knowledge is 
important for us to evaluate and to improve the current strategies of empowerment for 
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the poor. 
8.2 Understanding the effectiveness of community currency as an empowering 
mechanism for the poor 
The most important contribution of my research is the attempt to 
evaluate the success and the deficiency of the community currency project in 
empowering the poor. Although this research is just an exploratory study, it has 
yielded some theoretical implications and also some practical implications. I would 
like to discuss the relevant implications in this section. 
8.2.1 Theoretical implications 
This research has evaluated the effectiveness of the community currency 
project in Hong Kong in generating empowerment for the poor at the individual level. 
Previous literature focus on the discussion of some general organizational 
characteristics of empowering mechanisms such as low level of organizational 
regulation, peer-based support system and shared and committed leadership. 
However, the fact is, one set of rules cannot be applied to all kinds of empowering 
mechanisms. There is no single law for success. Different subjects need different 
means of empowerment. Thus, taking the urban poor in Hong Kong as the subject 
of study, I examined how the community currency project generated empowerment at 
the individual level for its subjects. Eventually, I discover that although COME had 
all the important organizational characteristics of an empowering mechanism, its 
success on empowering the poor people was still partial. In other words, those 
important organizational characteristics are necessary to an empowering mechanism; 
but they are not sufficient enough to contribute to the success of empowerment at the 
individual level. 
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By examining the constraints of the empowerment process, I have learned 
the importance of group characteristics in affecting the effectiveness of an 
empowering mechanism. Instead of searching for universal characteristics of 
empowering mechanisms of all kinds, it is more critical for us to understand the 
unique characteristics of different kinds of empowering mechanisms. For instance, 
in my study, taking the urban poor as the subject of empowerment, it is revealed that 
group characteristics like educational attainment, work history and habitual passivity 
in community organization have certain effects on the achievement of empowerment 
of the participants. Overlooking these group characteristics would hinder the effects 
of an empowering mechanism and cause some constraints in the empowerment 
process. 
The fruitful implication of my study is to draw people's attention to the 
importance of group characteristics in affecting the design of an empowering 
mechanism. Under certain context and with certain subjects, the pattern of an 
appropriate empowering mechanism should have its uniqueness in order to achieve 
the empowerment outcomes. A successful empowering mechanism should be able 
to recognize the special characteristics of its subjects and find its way to customize to 
these characteristics. Surely, this research has just uncovered several important 
characteristics of the local poor population. However, given there are so many kinds 
of subjects of empowerment, further research are needed to explore the characteristics 
of each kind. Following this study, as I hope, future academic studies of 
empowering mechanism will devote more efforts to uncover the uniqueness of 
different subjects of empowerment, and eventually strengthen our knowledge in 
building effective empowering mechanisms for the different groups of the 
disadvantaged. 
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8.2.2 Practical implications 
This study is a new attempt to examine the community currency project in 
Hong Kong as an empowering mechanism for the poor. Even though it is just a 
single-case study, it still has some important implications on the practical level. 
Based on the three major constraints faced by COME in generating empowerment at 
the individual level, I would like to make several suggestions for community 
organizers and NGOs concerning the design of empowering mechanisms in the future. 
First of all, in response to the constraint in raising the critical awareness of 
the participants, I would propose that organizers should put more effort into turning 
the abstract ideology into practice. We all understand that stimulating the critical 
awareness of the participants is one of the most challenging tasks for the organizers. 
Nonetheless, according to the experience of COME, we have learned that making 
ideology into a daily practice is a truly effective way to promote ideology among the 
members. Also, it was discovered that repetitive emphasis and discussion on the 
important ideas is useful in strengthening the critical awareness of the participants, 
although the process of awakening the critical awareness of members takes a very 
long time, I would suggest that organizers can try to do ideology diffusion through 
daily practice and repetitive emphasis. For instance, during the meetings of different 
divisions, organizers can bring out the discussion about the values and ideas of the 
project and how to integrate the values and ideas into the exchanges more frequently. 
With more exposure and brainstorming, participants can gain more understanding of 
some abstract values and beliefs. 
Secondly, with reference to the constraint on diversifying skills, I propose 
that organizers should establish a rotation system for its members so that people have 
to take up different roles and eventually develop diversified skills. To broaden the 
skills of the people, organizers may establish some channels for them to try different 
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tasks. By promoting a rotation system, it enables members to shift to different roles 
regularly. For instance, organizers can encourage members to shift to other sections 
every two years. In this way, as time passes, they can learn diversified skills. 
Thirdly, because of the constraints on encouraging organizational 
participation, community organizers should do some work on boosting members' 
confidence in participating in community organizing. As mentioned before, many 
COME members were not confident in engaging in abstract discussion. In my 
opinion, only by enhancing their confidence, they would have stronger motivation to 
take part in organizing activities. So, to overcome this constraint, organizers should 
find ways to raise members' confidence to be active organizers. For example, they 
can create more platforms such as open forums and seminars for members to 
participate in collective discussion of issues in order to help them to adapt to the mode 
of abstract discussion. In the long run, hopefully, people will be more willing to 
participate and more capable of participating effectively in the process of organizing. 
This study has already provided implications for the planning of other 
empowering mechanisms of similar kinds. Understanding better the nature of an 
empowering mechanism would help the planners and organizers of empowerment 
projects in different ways. These research findings are fruitful and inspiring to social 
workers, NGOs and the government for the purpose of future planning of similar 
empowerment mechanisms. 
8.3 Methodological implications 
Since my study focuses on examining the effectiveness of the community 
currency project in generating empowerment outcomes at the individual level for its 
participants, I have had to get a detailed understanding of the operation of the project 
as well as of the values, feelings and beliefs of its participants. Quantitative methods 
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may not be a suitable study design for my research topic as they have been criticized 
for their lack of in-depth understanding of the subjects' ideas, values and behavior a-nd 
the inadequacy of understanding the context in which the subjects operate. 
Quantitative methods cannot disclose the subjective understanding of the people in 
detail. Also, quantitative methods do not reveal the backgrounds and characteristics 
of each individual subject. This drawback reduces the depth of understanding on the 
subjects. Therefore, my research has used qualitative methods to collect the data in 
order take the individuality and the subjective aspects of my respondents into account. 
In particular, I used in-depth interviews and participant-observation to get my data. 
The strength of these methods is that they generate more in-depth understanding of 
my respondents and the project of COME. For instance, participant observation 
enabled me to get first hand experience and data on the whole project and to cultivate 
strong interpersonal relationships with the members. Throughout joining their 
activities and meetings, I gained solid understanding of how the project operates. 
The building of rapport is a very important prerequisite for a fruitful in-depth 
interview. Also, the in-depth interview enabled me to gain understanding of 
people's subjective feelings and opinions concerning the community currency project. 
Moreover, I was able to get detailed information about the background of each 
respondent. This was particularly useful in providing contextual understandings of 
the respondents. As mentioned by Zimmerman (1995), psychological empowerment 
is always contextual and has the subjective side. To learn these, the only way is to 
seek in-depth discussion with the people. With this information, I can have more 
details to explain their empowerment outcomes. These are the strengths of my 
research methodology. 
Nevertheless, the weakness of qualitative research methods is the sampling 
bias. In my research, I selected those who were active and familiar with the project 
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as my respondents. Although I can get rich information from these active 
respondents, I may fail to provide information about the inactive participants. Due 
to the difficulty in approaching inactive participants, the potential weakness of my 
research is the incomplete understanding of the whole picture. Although I tried to 
minimize the bias in my findings by asking my respondents about the withdrawal of 
inactive participants, these data were still from second-hand sources. My 
respondents told me that the reasons for the withdrawal of other members were very 
personal, such as geographical distance and limitation of time, that are not related to 
the project itself. However, I can never know how reliability their data is. This is 
really a constraint on my research. I suggest that future study of similar topics 
should try to collect more information on those inactive participants, instead of just 
relying on the active ones in the process of data collection. This is particularly 
important when we wish to discover the deficiencies of a project. 
In addition, my research is only a single case study. I just used a 
community currency project to study the empowering mechanisms. However, there 
should be many possible kinds of empowering mechanism for the poor in the society. 
It is meaningful for the researchers to study the effectiveness of other empowering 
mechanism for the poor and to contrast their success and deficiency. I am sure that 
multiple case study can reveal more information about the needs and the situation of 
the poor, which would contribute to the future planning of empowering mechanism 
for the poor population. 
8.4 Suggestions for further research 
First of all, following the previous sections, I suggest that researchers can do 
multiple case studies to contrast different kinds of empowering mechanisms for the 
poor in order to discover the effectiveness of different mechanisms. With multiple 
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case studies to contrast the experience of different mechanisms, we may gain more 
important insights concerning the difficulties in empowering the poor. These kinds 
of information are very useful for both the theoretical knowledge of empowering 
mechanisms for the poor and the practical planning of new empowering mechanisms 
for this group of subjects. 
Secondly, my research suggests that people can be empowered through their 
participation in the empowering mechanism, namely, the community currency project. 
However, my findings only answered the question of whether people can be 
empowered through the empowering mechanism. This is just a very general finding. 
Indeed，the level of empowerment may be different for different people. For 
instance, in COME, new arrivals would find it more difficult to integrate into the 
project at the early stage of participation. Also, from my observation, female 
participants compared with male participants were more active. All these findings 
may provide new variables to explain the variation of participation and the degree of 
empowerment. I would suggest that further research should be done to explore more 
variables affecting the achievement of empowerment of disadvantaged people. 
Thirdly, so far I have just mentioned how individuals are empowered within 
an empowering mechanism. Emphasis has been put merely on how people can 
benefit from community currency. This direction of analysis, however, is 
uni-dimensional. It seems that we have just emphasized how people can get 
resources and benefits from the community but have ignored how individuals can 
make a contribution which in turn will empower the whole community. How does a 
community gaining power in the society? This must be a collective process. What 
is important here is to consider the relationship between individuals and community in 
the process of empowerment. As Wilson (1996) claims, if we truly want to empower 
people, we must "build community from the inside out" - (i.e. From the individual's 
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realization of self-efficacy to interconnectedness with the larger community). She 
points out that individual changes are in fact the building blocks of community 
changes. Individual changes, therefore, become a bridge to community solidarity 
and societal changes. For further research on empowerment, I hope more attention 
would be devoted to how individuals can contribute to the empowerment of the 
community. 
As maintained by Zimmerman (1995; 2000), empowerment is a multi-level 
concept that can be divided into three levels: individual, organization and community. 
While community currency can serve as an empowerment mechanism for individuals, 
it may also serve as an empowerment mechanism for the whole community. Hence, 
to understand the relationship between empowerment at the individual level and 
empowerment at the community level is indeed an important direction for further 
research in the study field of empowerment. 
8.5 Outlook and vision 
This research starts from my concern of the disadvantaged group. I always 
find that it is so ironic that the gap between the rich and the poor is widening in 
contrast to the continuous development in the society. In terms of technological 
development, human society is advancing rapidly. Ironically however, in terms of 
the welfare of the people on the planet, we have become stagnant, if not retrogressing. 
As a member of a society, all of us have the responsibility to improve the situation. 
Certainly, nowadays, the poor are lacking many kinds of resources. However, it 
does not mean that giving them more resources can solve the problems. Indeed, to 
help the disadvantaged, what we should do is to help them how to help themselves. 
"It is better to teach people to catch fishes by themselves than just to give them fishes 
to eat". Empowerment is perhaps the way to teach them to catch fishes by 
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themselves. 
Honestly speaking, the empowerment of the disadvantaged is not an easy 
task. To them, gaining mastery and control over their lives may seem to be far away 
from them. Nonetheless, with the efforts of community organizers and the 
continuous development of empowerment studies, I am confident that we are moving 
closer to the goal. 
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A p p e n d i x A: Tables 
Table I E m p l o y m e n t distribution by industrial sectors for the years of 1997, 2001 
and 2002 
Percentages 
1997 2001 2002 
Industry sector 
Agriculture and fishing 0.5 0.3 0.4 
Mining and quarrying + + + 
Manufacturing 9.7 6.5 6.1 
Electricity, gas and water 0.5 0.4 0.4 
Construction 9.8 9.2 9.0 
Wholesale, retail and import/export trades, restaurants and 33.4 32.2 32.0 
hotels 
Transport, storage and communications 11.1 11.1 11.1 
Financing, insurance, real estate and business services 13.1 15.0 15.0 
Community, social and personal services 21.9 25.1 26.0 
All industry sectors 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source; Official website of Census and Statistics Department of Hong Kong 
<http:/八vww.info.gov.hk/censtatd/eng/hkstat/hkinf/labour/labor5—index.html� 
Note: Figures refer to the composite employment estimates. Figures before 2002 refer to the yearly 
average while figures for 2002 refers to the average of the first three quarters of the year. 
+ Less than 0.05% 
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Table II Percentage of the working population in different industries by monthly 
income from main employment of in the year of 2001 
Previous Industry 
Monthly income from ~ - — 
. Wholesale, retail & Financing, 
main employment Community, social 
Manufacturing import/export trades, insurance, real estate 
(HK$) & personal services 
restaurants & hotels & business services 
< $6,000 14.3 18.9 7.4 34.8 
$6,000 - $9,999 27.0 32.1 22.1 13.7 
$10,000-$14,999 25.1 24.4 22.6 15.6 
$15,000-$19,999 12.5 9.8 13.1 9.2 
$20,000 - $24,999 8.0 5.8 9.8 8.7 
$25,000< 13.1 9.0 25.0 18.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: By author's calculation, based on the table of Working population by industry (sector) and 
monthly income from main employment, 2001 from the Official website of Census and 
Statistics Department of Hong Kong 
< http://vv\vvv.info.gov.hk/censtatd/eng/hkstat/fas/01 c/cd023200l_mdex.hUnl > 
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Table III U n e m p l o y m e n t rate by prev ious indus try f r o m 1993 to 2 0 0 3 
Previous Industry 
Wholesale, retail and Financing, insurance, 
import/export trades, real estate and business Community，social and 
Year Manufacturing restaurants and hotels services personal services 
1993 2.4 1.9 1.1 0.8 
1994 2.5 1.9 1.0 0.7 
1995 4.2 3.1 1.4 1.1 
1996 3.7 2.9 1.4 1.1 
1997 2.9 2.3 1.2 0.9 
1998 5.5 4.9 2.9 1.7 
1999 7.1 6.4 3.3 2.2 
2000 5.4 5.3 2.6 1.8 
2001 5.3 5.5 3.0 2.0 
2002 7.3 7.8 4.7 3.2 
2003 7.6 8.2 5.2 3.5 
Source: Official Website of Census and Statistics Department of Hong Kong 
http://vvwvv. info.gov.hkycenstatd/eng/hkstatyfas/labour/ghs/unemp_by_j)Jnd_mdex.html 
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Table IV Underemployment rate by previous industry from 1993 to 2003 
Industry 
Wholesale, retail and Financing, insurance, 
import/export trades, real estate and business Community, social and 
Year Manufacturing restaurants and hotels services personal services 
1993 2.6 0.2 @ 0.5 
1994 2.4 0.3 @ 0.4 
1995 2.4 0.5 0.1 0.8 
1996 2.0 0.5 0.1 0.6 
1997 1.5 0.4 0.1 0.5 
1998 2.6 1.1 0.2 1.0 
1999 3.0 1.5 0.4 1.5 
2000 2.5 1.4 0.4 1.6 
2001 2.4 1.3 0.4 1.4 
2002 2.5 1.8 0.6 2.1 
2003 3.1 2.5 0.7 2.6 
Source: Official Website of Census and Statistics Department of Hong Kong 
< http:"www.info.gov.hk/censtat:d/eng/hkstat/fas/labour/ghs/underemp_by_ind—index.html > 
Note: @ Statistics are not released due to large sampling error. 
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Table V U n e m p l o y m e n t rate by previous occupat ion from 1993 to 2003 
Previous Occupation 
Service Plant and 
workers and machine 
Managers and Associate shop sales Craft and operators and Elementary 
Period administrators Professionals professionals Clerks workers related workers assemblers occupations 
1993 0.4 0.7 1.2 1.5 2.4 2.5 2.0 1.8 
1994 0.5 0.7 1.1 1.4 2.2 2.5 2.5 1.7 
1995 1.1 0.7 1.7 2.2 3.9 4.8 3.5 3.0 
1996 0.9 0.8 1.8 2.0 3.7 4.0 3.3 2.3 
1997 0.8 0.6 1.3 1.8 3.0 2.8 2.3 2.2 
1998 1.6 1.1 3.0 3.7 5.9 7.3 4.2 4.5 
1999 2.3 1.5 3.4 4.3 7.7 10.9 6.0 6.1 
2000 1.7 1.1 2.4 3.5 6.9 8.9 4.2 4.9 
2001 1.9 1.9 2.9 3.7 6.5 9.3 4.6 5.2 
2002 2.7 2.4 4.3 5.3 9.1 14.0 5.9 7.7 
2003 2.4 2.4 4.4 5.4 10.3 16.0 7.0 8.7 
Source: Official Website of Census and Statistics Department of Hong Kong 
< http://www.info. gov.hk/censtatd/eng/hkstat/fas/labour/ghs/imemp_by_ind_index.html > 
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Table VI Underemployment rate by previous occupation from 1993 to 2003 
. Previous Occupation 
Service Plant and 
workers and machine 
Managers and Associate shop sales Craft and operators and Elementary 
Period administrators Professionals professionals Clerks workers related workers assemblers occupations 
1993 @ @ 0.2 0.1 0.3 6.3 2.7 2.2 
1994 @ @ 0.2 0.1 0.4 4.4 3.1 2.3 
1995 @ 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.7 8.3 3.1 3.3 
1996 @ @ 0.3 0.2 0.7 6.2 3.2 2.5 
1997 @ @ 0.2 0.2 0.6 4.1 2.0 1.9 
1998 @ 0.3 0.4 0.5 1.6 8.9 4.2 4.0 
1999 @ 0.3 0.6 0.8 2.2 10.3 4.6 4.4 
2000 @ 0.3 0.5 0.8 2.0 10.1 3.5 4.6 
2001 @ 0.2 0.5 0.7 1.7 9.3 3.4 4.3 
2002 @ 0.3 0.8 1.1 2.5 11.3 3.8 4.8 
2003 0.2 0.6 1.2 1.4 3.6 11.7 5.4 5.1 
Source: Official Website of Census and Statistics Department of Hong Kong 
< http://w\vvv.info.gov.hk/censtatd/eng/hkstat/fas/labour/ghs/imderemp_by_occ_index.html > 
Note: @ Statistics are not released due to large sampling error. 

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Appendix A 133 
Table IX Number of members in each functional division of COME 
Functional Divison No. of Staff No. of Members 
Management Committee 3 14 
Market Organizing Division 1 4 
Promotion and Publication Division 1 8 
Resource Development Division 1 7 
Hotline Division 1 14 
Shop Management Division 1 4 
COME Cooperative 1 11 
Finance Division 3 2 
Administrative Division 3 ^  









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Appendix B I43 
Appendix B: Documents 
Document I Core questions for the interviews 
• Basic characteristics of interviewees 
1. What are your occupation and /or previous occupations? 
2. How is the mode of employment of the current occupations? 
3. How many years have you spent on the occupations? 
4. Why did you leave the previous jobs? 
5. What is the family background? How many children do you have? Is it a 
single-parent family? 
6. What is your major source of income? (e.g. CSSA? From part-time 
employment? From full-time employment? Alimony from ex-husband?) 
• Outcomes of empowerment at individual level 
1. Backgrounds for joining COME 
�W h e n did you join COME? 
�W h y did you join COME? Why did you think COME was attractive 
to you? 
�H a v e you got any experiences of joining other community activities 
before joining COME? 
2. The Experience of joining COME 
�W h a t are the roles of your participation in COME? (e.g. buyers? 
sellers? service providers? committee members in different 
divisions?) 
�H o w often do you join the activities organized by COME? (e.g. 
regular market events? social gatherings? courses?) 
�H a v e you got any experience of doing exchange with other members, 
both daily and during the market events? 
�H o w do you earn the Time Coupons? 
�H o w do you spend the Time Coupons? 
�W h a t are the differences of doing exchange in COME and in the 
market outside? 
�H a v e you joined any divisions of COME? What is your role in the 
division? 
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�W h a t are the difference of participation in the organization of COME 
and the organization of other community activities? 
3. The empowerment outcomes at individual level 
�H a v e you experienced an increase in self-confidence and self-esteem 
while you participate in COME exchange? Why? 
�W h a t kinds of skill have you developed through the participation in 
COME? How would the skills help you to cope with problems? 
�H a v e you developed friendship with other members? How would this 
help you to deal with your problems? 
�D o you think you have got more resources after joining COME? (e.g. 
material, social, cultural...etc.) 
�W h a t kind of information have you learned from COME? How does 
the information help you to gain more understandings on our society? 
�H a v e you been more aware of the unequal social phenomena after 
joining COME (e.g. welfare cut, monopoly of big corporations, social 
polarization etc.) 
�H a v e you participated more in social movements and community 
organizing after joining COME? What kind of activities have you 
joined? 
�H o w does the participation in different divisions benefit you? What 
have you learned from the participation in different divisions? Are 
the skills learned useful to you in solving different problems? 
• Core questions for the COME staff from St. James Settlement 
1. In what ways has COME done in mobilizing materials resources to its 
members? 
2. How does COME provide employment opportunities to its members? 
3. In what ways has COME done in fostering the exchanges among the 
members? 
4. How do the exchanges in COME help people to develop self-esteem, 
self-confidence and self-competence? 
5. How is the distribution of resources among members? Is there any 
unequal access of resources among them? 
6. In what ways has COME help its members to develop more social 
networks? 
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7. What are the difficulties in helping members to build up friendships? 
8. Have you discovered any isolation of members? Who are usually the 
isolated members? 
9. In what ways does COME promote its cultural ideas (e.g. fairness in 
exchange, respects of others' skills and talents, social inequality etc.)? 
10. Are the transmission processes successful? To what extent are they 
successful? 
11. How do these idea transmissions generate further social participation 
of the members in different activities (e.g. collective social 
movements)? 
12. What are the difficulties in promoting the cultural ideas to COME 
members? 
13. How would the participation in different divisions help the members? 
In what ways can they benefit from the participation (e.g. self-esteem, 
self-confidence, social networks, awareness of the society etc.)? 
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Document II The basic objectives of COME 
The project of Community Oriented Mutual Economy was based on the three major 
objectives: 
1. Economic goal: 
�T h r o u g h the exchange system of community currency, the exchanges of goods 
and services among the people within the local community could be stimulated 
and boosted. Under the mutually beneficial economic transactions, it aimed at 
rebuilding and revitalizing the local community economy by the community 
members. By exchanging the talents and resources with others, hopefully it 
would also reach the state of living condition improvement eventually. 
2. Social goal: 
�T h e exchanges under the community economy were believed to be more 
humanistic and personal because it involved many kinds of face-to-face 
interactions. Therefore, the project hoped to increase the mutual trust and 
communication among the members, and to rebuild the network for community 
organizing in the community. Hopefully, a sense of solidarity would be 
developed among the groups of the disadvantaged, thus eliminating the 
prejudices and social labels of the minority groups. 
3. Cultural goal: 
�D u r i n g the process of pricing and exchange, people could have deeper 
discussion about the taken-for-granted principles of pricing in the outside 
market. It was believed that people would have more reflections on some 
unreasonable assumptions in normal market transactions, thus develop 
consciousness about the society and the economy. 
Also, the objectives of COME had been further revised into the long-term one and the 
short-term one after the project operated for about 2.5 year since its establishment in 
December 2001. 
1. Long-term goals: 
�T o develop a sustainable community economy network and to lower the 
monopoly of giant corporations 
�T o expand the community economy network by strengthen the circulation of 
community currency, to provide alternative economic development thus 
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improving the lives and the abilities to eliminate poverty of the 
disadvantaged. 
�T o strengthen the social participation in the local community and to build up a 
mutually beneficial and autonomous living environment. 
2. Short-term goals: 
�T o expand the exchange networks among different social groupings (e.g. new 
arrivals, housewives, unemployees) thus enhancing their capabilities to 
eliminate poverty for themselves. 
�T o build up a kind of “linking zones" with different social groups in order to 
facilitate the circulation of resources among the people 
�T o organize the system of bulk purchase among the members in order to 
promote social participation and autonomous living style. 
�T o foster the recycling of goods by second hand exchange to promote an 
environmental friendly living style. 
Source: Data obtained from participant observation 
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Document III Admission procedures for individual members 
The admission procedures for the individual members included the following steps; 
1. To join the briefing session first to understand the rationales of COME and 
the operation of the exchanges 
2. Briefing sessions were held in every regular market event 
3. To fill in the admission form which had the components below: 
�Recommendat ion by 2 existing members (with signatures) 
�Regis t ra t ion sheet with personal particulars (e.g. age, gender, educational 
attainment, income, employment status etc.) 
�C o n t r a c t of agreement on the rules and the ideas of COME 
�D e m a n d and supply data sheet to indicate the needs and the skills of the 
members 
4. The successfully registered members get their first 60 minutes time coupons 
COME and could start the exchanges immediately. 
Source: Data obtained from participant observation 
Appendix A 149 
Document IV The operation of exchange in COME 
1. The types of Time Coupons 
� 5 minutes 
� 1 0 minutes 
� 3 0 minutes 
~60minutes 
2. The general rule of pricing 
�F o r services (e.g. private tutorials, cleaning.. .)，the prices should be based on 
the total time spent on the production of services. Any costs involved in the 
delivery of services (e.g. bus fares) would be charged to buyers. 
�I n some special cases which the service provider had to use some special 
facilities in providing the service (e.g. Dental care), the provider can charge 
higher than his actual time spent on the service. This amount, however, was 
recommended not higher than 4 times of the actual time. Also, this should be 
based on the mutual agreement between the buyer and the sellers. 
�F o r goods, the prices should be based on the total time spent on the production 
of goods. The costs of buying raw materials can be charged on Hong Kong 
Dollars. Also, the buyers should be responsible to pay all costs involved in 
the delivery of goods (e.g. the transportation costs of furniture). 
�F o r second-hand goods, prices were determined by the seller and can be 
negotiated by the buyers. The prices can be a combination of Time Coupon 
and Hong Kong Dollars. 
3. The types of services offered by members 
�B a b y sitting 
�Handicra f t class 
�Kni t t ing class 
�Repai r ing for home appliances 
�In t e r io r decoration 
�B e a u t y care 
�C h i n e s e Medicine Consultation 
�F o o d preparing 
�Teaching mandarin, English and Japanese 
�Domes t i c cleaning 
�Compu te r application 
�P r i v a t e tutorial 
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�D e n t a l care 
�M u s i c a l instrument class 
�C o o k i n g class 
�H a i r cutting 
�G a m e s for children 
4. The types of goods offered by the members: 
�Clo th ing 
�Second-hand furniture 
�Second-hand electrical appliance 
�F o o d and snacks 
�D r i n k s and desserts 
�Household goods 
�Handmade accessories 
5. The types of goods and services offered for exchange by COME 
�Second-hand home appliances donated/sold by people outside the project 
�Second-hand computer donated by some business and public enterprises 
�Second-hand furniture donated/sold by the people outside the project 
�Varieties of goods donated (e.g. clothes, household goods, daily necessities, 
toys, accessories) by the firms outside 
�R i c e donated by other NGOs 
�Organ ic vegetables from organic farms 
�Sandwiches, cakes and breads donated by hotels, sandwiches stores and 
bakeries 
�L u n c h sets in St. James Canteen (exchanged by the combination of Time 
Coupons and Hong Kong Dollars) 
�Collective tutorial classes for students 
6. The employment opportunity offered by COME 
�F o o d preparation for members' gatherings, seminars, and functions of 
different departments in St. James 
�Por t age for various functions and gatherings 
�S t a l l keeping for selling goods and services 
�Handl ing distribution of fresh food and vegetables daily 
�Organization for events and gatherings 
�Answering hotline calls 
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�In t e r io r decoration for the shop 
�F o l d i n g newsletters for delivery 
�Submiss ion of writing to the newsletters 
�Clean ing up the places after the events and functions 
�B e i n g interviewees for regular evaluation 
Source: Data obtained from participant observation 
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Document V Membership characteristics 
The membership of COME can be classified into 3 types. There characteristics 
are outlined as follows: 
1. Individual members 
�B a s e d on the survey conducted in September 2003, COME had 593 
members in total since its establishment in December 2001. 
�H o w e v e r , as the project were being promoted massively by various 
media (e.g. newspapers, magazines, TV programme, radio programme 
etc.), it had suddenly attracted so many people (e.g. staff in other NGOs, 
university students...) to join the programme. Some of these members 
may just come and want to see how the project was. After joining, 
they would become inactive members. So, the Management 
Committee had decided to organize a membership renewal at the 
beginning of 2004 in order to keep only the relatively active members 
in the project. 
�A f t e r the membership renewal, there had been 353 members remained in 
the project at the end of September 2004. Their corresponding 
characteristics were as follows: 
Table V. 1 Personal Monthly Income 
Monthly Income (HK$) No. of Persons 







$15000 above 34 
CSSA* 59 
Disable Allowance 2 
Old Age Allowance 8 
Others 61 
No response 58 
* Comprehensive Social Security Assistance 
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Table V.2 Occupations 
Occupations No. of Persons 
Housewife 70 
Part-time Employee 34 




No response 35 
Table V.3 Marital Status 




No response 15 
Table V.4 Educational Attainment 
Educational Attainment No. of Persons 
Primary or below 86 
Secondary 1-3 48 
Secondary 4-7 40 
College or above 32 
No response 147 
Table V.5 Age 
Age No. of Male No. of Female No. in Total 
12 or below % ^ ^ 
13-21 29 35 64 
22-45 29 95 124 
46-60 12 52 64 
61 or above 12 16 28 
Unknown 4 7 11 
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2. Group members 
�B e s i d e s individual members, COME also had its group members 
which were mainly other social and community organizations. The 
following are examples of group members: 
Grassroot Organization (基層大學） 
The China Light and Power (CLP) Volunteer Team 
Eco-op (有機生活） 
The Administrative Department of St. James Settlement 
�C O M E also had a number of cooperative organizations which would 
provide information exchange and resources sharing. And, they 
would study and explore various ways for co-operation and mutual 
assistance. The folio wings are the examples the organizations: 
Center of Continuing Education of St. James Settlement 
Canteen of St. James Settlement 
St. James Settlement Child Care Center(聖雅各福群會寶翠園幼兒 
中心） 
St. James Settlement Health Care Services 
Gaia School (自然學校） 
The Chinese Rhenish Church in Wanchai 
Zi Tang 
Yang Memorial Methodist Social Service (Sha Tin) 
Youth Online-Stewards Integrated Service Centre for Young People 
Industrial Relations Institute 
3. Local shop members 
�T o foster the exchanges and to strength the local economy in the 
community, COME invited some local shops to join the project. 
�T h e shops must understand and support the objectives and rationales 
of COME before joining the project. 
�T h e local shops could do exchanges everyday. Also, they could 
provide goods and services in the regular market events. This would 
bring more resources to the members and enhance the exchange 
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volume. 
�B y September 2004, COME had 15 local shops participated in the 









Source: Data obtained from in-depth interviews with COME's staff 
Table 5.1 to Table 5.5 are adopted from Half-year Report of Community 
Oriented Mutual Economy (4/04-0/04) by the Community Oriented Mutual 
Economy 
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Document VI The operations and functions of each functional division 
• The operations and functions of each division 
The operations and functions of each division are outlined as follow: 
1. Management Committee (MC) 
�Compr i sed of three St. James Staff (formerly including 2 more university 
professors before the end of 2004), and maximum of 15 elected members 
from COME's participants. 
�T h e elections were held every two years (once a year before 2004) in 
November and the nominations were made in September 
�Deve loped the basic principles for COME 
�Discussed the long-term goals of development of the whole processes 
�C o m m i t t e e members were spread into different the divisions and brought 
the ideas discussed in MC to the divisions to ensure that all operations 
were in lines with the goals of the whole project 
2. Administrative Division 
�H a d three St. James staff 
�M a i n l y dealt with the sponsor (Oxfam) and St. James Settlement for 
resources and development 
�H a n d l e d with general administrative procedures 
3. Market Organizing Division 
�Cons is ted of 4 members (mainly part-time workers, students and 
housewives) and one staff 
�Organized regular market events (Before December 2003: once a month; 
after January 2004 twice a month) in order to stimulate transaction 
volume of the market events and to bring more resources to the members 
(e.g. from the co-operation with other organizations) 
�Organized social gatherings for members to facilitate them to build up 
mutual trust and solidarity with the others 
�Prov ided some educational information to arouse member's awareness 
about various kinds of social issues (e.g. social inequality, gender 
inequality, monopoly of big corporations, social welfare policy) 
�I n the process of organizing the market events, the division tried to 
employed members from all walks of life with different talents to 
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co-operate, thus achieving social mix between different people. 
�Average number of participants in each event: 100 persons 
4. Finance Division 
�Consis ted of 3 staff and 2 members 
�Control led the issue of the Time Coupons 
�Est imated the circulation amount of Time Coupons in the projects 
�P l a n n e d for the budgets (both Time Coupons and Hong Kong Dollars) of 
the whole projects 
�Approved the application of fundings (both Time Coupons and Hong 
Kong Dollars) from different divisions. 
5. Promotion and Publication Division 
�Consis ted of one staff and 8 members (full-time workers, students, 
housewives and unemployees) 
�Designed and published the regular newsletters "Time News" (once a 
month before December 2003 and once every two months after) which 
enabled members' to gain updated information about COME and to 
broaden their horizons of the wider society (Content: Monthly features, 
members' advertisements, hot news for activities, members' writings etc.) 
�Published promotional leaflets and posters for external circulations (e.g. 
other departments of St. James Settlement, sharing sessions with other 
organizations, local shops...) 
�Designed the member's handbook which include the basic rationales of 
COME and the rules and channels to use Time Coupons to do exchanges 
�Maintained and updated the website of COME 
6. Resources Development Division 
�Comprised of one staff and 7 members 
�G a i n e d more resources such as computers, food, electrical appliances, 
tutorial classes and different kinds of courses for COME's members 
�Explored the possible ways to utilize current material resources and 
resource networks (e.g. departments in St. James Settlement, people in the 
community and other linked organizations) 
�T r i e d to cooperative with the Administrative Section of St. James 
Settlement to get more resources for exchange by Time Coupons 
�Encouraged different sections (e.g. Clinics, dental services and canteen) in 
St. James Settlement to accept and spend Time Coupons 
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�P r o m o t e d COME to outsides in order to further develop resources 
7. Hotline Division 
�Cons is ted one staff and 14 members 
�Prov ided hotline services three nights a week 
�Answered the phone calls from the members and matched their needs with 
others members who can offer relevant goods and services. 
�C a l l e d members to update the database of skills and resources 
�Col lec ted opinion about COME from fellow members and passed the 
comments to the Management Committee 
�G a v e training to the members of the Hotline Division to improve their 
understandings of COME and communication skills 
8. COME Cooperative 
�Former ly recognized as Sandwiches Division before June 2004 which had 
about 23 members 
�Consis ted of 11 members who had invested Time Coupons in the 
Cooperative 
�Hand led the daily collection and distribution of food donated from various 
shops and companies 
�Gathered member's order of daily necessities (e.g. organic vegetables, 
canned food, noodles etc.) and ordered it from other co-operatives and 
organizations 
9. Shop Management Committee 
�H a d one staff and 4 members 
�Planned the practical operations and promotional strategies of the shop 
�Managed the shop at the community which were established in January 
2005 
�Provided an environment to gather COME's members and people in the 
community 
�Promoted COME to people in the community 
�Fostered the daily exchanges in the shops by providing consignment 
services to its members 
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